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ABSTRACT
Moyer, Christopher Sean. MFA. The University of Memphis. May 2014.
Everyone Who Ever Lived. Major Professor: Tim Johnston.
Everyone Who Ever Lived is a novel centered on the experience of Elliot,
an analyst at a private intelligence agency, sent to Cambodia to track down
Samuel Marven, a whistleblower who has stolen both corporate and state
secrets. Elliot’s wife, Julia, joins him, and both see it as a way to improve their
marriage. Elliot also sees this job as a means of securing a promotion, which he
badly needs—they’re in danger of losing their house, though Julia does not know
it. Elliot’s job is to mathematically predict the occurrence of bad things, and he
sees every aspect of his life through the lens of this unrelenting logic. Part of him
believes that with the right reasoning and forewarning, virtually any circumstance
can be controlled, but this mindset begins to erode as the couple travels through
Cambodia and things become more complicated, both in his professional and
romantic life. When he does finally track down Samuel Marven, the waters are
further muddied. The lines between himself and Marven—and between right and
wrong—must be redrawn, and he must come to terms with traumatic,
unpredictable events in his past.
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1. THAT MYSTERIOUS ARRANGEMENT OF MERCILESS LOGIC

The analysts began their regular trickle into the office around 9:00, a
school of fish in business slacks and dress shirts, ready to spend the day
predicting calamity. As we filed through the front doors, we exchanged
pleasantries with grim sighs and weary smiles—the kind that said another
Monday—but there was an undercurrent through it all, as always, of doing
important work, necessary work. At Janosky Intelligence Solutions, we would
spend the day trying to subdue the chaos of humanity with math and logic. It
was a grey and bullshit morning, the kind before winter truly set in but had
taunted us with a few October cold snaps, just enough to start killing off trees
with real sincerity, and between them the days were unseasonably warm.
The rumor was that Christmas bonuses would be handed out to select
individuals, and I wanted to be one of them. I was twenty seven and had
been married to Julia for six months by then. It was our first Christmas in a
new home, one we couldn’t really afford, one I’d stretched myself too thin to
close the deal on. My wife did not know this, and she would not, because I
would solve the problem today, with the bonus—a few extra grand would turn
everything around.
•
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Imagine that you work for a multinational corporate entity. You may pick your
industry. Maybe automotive manufacturing. Perhaps a food conglomerate. Or
you make shoes. Doesn’t matter. Either way, you’re thinking of opening a
plant overseas—you’ve narrowed it down to three cities, each in what we’d
call “troubled”—you might say “Third World”—countries.
Janosky Intelligence Solutions—hereafter referred to as “JIS”—could
help you narrow it down. We could give you detailed reports on the economic
infrastructure of those locations. We would inform you of any ongoing labor
disputes that might threaten your bottom line. If the area had a history of
political instability, you needn’t worry: we’d give you a heads-up. We might
send a man over, even a team, to chat some people up, get the lay of the
land. A lot of it is about knowing what questions to ask. What position has the
local government taken towards foreign ownership of companies? How often
do labor disputes result in the disruption of business? To what degree can
you expect product loss through theft and counterfeiting?
Would we stop there? No, of course not. We’d take things a step
further and mathematically model the likelihood of various adverse events
affecting your business, everything from natural disasters to sabotage, all
expressed in no-nonsense percentages and attractive graphs, offered up in
presentations dumbed down enough that everyone in your board room could
understand, no problem.
We offered private intelligence for more than just the corporate world,
too.. Contracts from national agencies worldwide were relatively common,
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especially when it involved wartime logistics, the rise and fall of unstable
regimes, and patterns of terrorist activity.
Here’s the basic gist of how you predict catastrophe and violence.
Let’s use suicide bombers as an example.

Step one: we take a look a social, demographic, geographical, temporal, and
political factors, and express these in terms of a few underlying premises.
Those assumptions, which we back up with prior research, may be as simple
as ideas like the following:
1) Suicide bombers are unlikely to hit the same target more than once in
rapid succession.
2) Suicide bombers tend to be in their early 20s, single, and unemployed.
They are overwhelmingly male.
3) Terror attacks are less likely to occur on heavy news days—terrorists
don’t like to compete for media attention. When insurgents attack a
patrol group, they’re more interested in compelling footage of burning
jeeps than in actually removing those vehicles from use.
4) Terror attacks are most likely to occur in direct response to high profile
sociopolitical events or important holidays.
5) Suicide attacks increase during periods of political transition (i.e.
elections.)

And so on.
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Step Two: These kinds of assumptions become functions of our
mathematical modeling, and they increase in complexity and specificity
exponentially given the specific sort of thing we’re looking for.1

Step Three: We plug all of these variables into our computers, and we come
up with information that corporations and governments are happy to pay a lot
of money for.

Step Four: We present that information to whomever has commissioned it.
We offer to do additional research. We probably try to sell them on our
subscription service, which will offer them access to weekly updates about
the location they’re interested in. We dress nicely and smile with grim
sincerity. We are scientists, and the product our clients consume is
hypothesis. We back it up with empirical evidence, with hard research and
sound logic, and our guess is better than yours.
I sat at the intersection of mathematician, spy, and journalist, and what
that intersection looked like was a desk in a small office. We did everything
your basic governmental intelligence agency did, only with a commercial

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1
For example, if we’re looking specifically at a city that has a high number
of security checkpoints and road closures—like, say, Jerusalem—the location of
a terror attack is statistically much more likely to be near a location with a terrorist
safehouse, as traveling to the target without interference becomes more difficult
across long distances.
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component; we generated intelligence and analyzed it, but we also sold it. To
whomever, really, as long as it was legal.
Economists, sociologists, and a broad range of other academics have
tried this for decades. We do it in every corner of life—analyzing the
probability of a thunderstorm happening on a given day for instance, or the
likelihood of unemployment rising. Here in Memphis, our police department
became the first to successfully mathematically predict crime. Step far
enough away from a problem, and patterns begin to emerge.
•
This is not to say that we can—nor would we wish to—eliminate surprises.
Before I lived in Memphis I’d taught English in Nagasaki in a nowhere fishing
town. In that village, the farmers and fishermen went to bed early, and most
lights in town were out by nine. From the beach, you couldn't see or hear
much of anything at all, and the moonlight cast a reflection a mile long across
the blackness of the Ariake Sea. On some nights, bioluminescent plankton
washed into the shallows, glowing an otherworldly blue when disturbed. You
could dive in, and the water would light up around you like fireworks. Can you
see it? You could move your hand beneath the water, and light would bloom
around it, spreading outward and then dissipating.
The first time I discovered this—by surprise during a midnight swim—I
found it so beautiful that it hurt. That had been my moment alone, and it felt
like the world had opened itself up to me, volunteered something secret. A
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few months later, I brought a Japanese girl there on the way home from a
date, trying to impress her, sharing my secret in an attempt at getting laid. It
was too cold to swim, but we threw rocks from the sand and watched the
plankton explode into color. She'd called it "cool," and I felt guilty and small,
like I’d wasted something special. After only a few minutes, she’d been ready
to leave.
Her name was Ayumi.
The ocean there was still as pondwater but the local boys still tried to
surf it, really adopting the culture of it more than anything else. They'd sit on
their boards on the placid water, pretending to wait for waves that would
never come, and talk about whatever it is they talked about.
A year later, I left Nagasaki and took a new job further up north, where
the waves behaved differently and the water was ready, waiting.
•
The JIS building was built in the late 70s, originally an office complex,
condemned to the bricked industrial blockiness of the era. JIS bought the
building cheap, and they laced it with fiberoptic cables and replaced most of
the electric, but from the outside it still looked like it probably housed a
mortgage company. Most of us had our own offices, though they were small.
I set my briefcase beside my chair, tapped my keyboard, and watched
my flatscreen computer monitor flicker to life. Beyond the monitor was a glass
door leading to my office's concrete balcony, which I shared with my office
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neighbor, Iris Baker. Every hour on the hour I'd hear his glass balcony door
slide open when he'd step out to smoke. We had a view of the river and,
beyond it, the Arkansas shoreline. I logged into the computer. An overexcited
bird slammed into the plate glass door, shook off the concussion, and pecked
at a cigarette butt Iris had left on the concrete.
This office, our head office, was the nerve center of the whole
operation. I spent most of my time acting as a sort of human hub, processing
information others dug up. Here's how it worked:
I opened up my e-mail. Most daily e-mails fell into one of four
categories:
1) Field reports.
2) Client queries.
3) Offers for cheap Viagra or Cialis.
4) Letters from insane people offering ridiculous information.
Nothing special yet this morning: file fodder, the daily updates to global
situations that had by now become mundane: police corruption, corporate
shadiness, poorly-checked terrorism. While all analysts worked to some
extent in all "markets"—geopolitical categories—we each had our areas of
focus, and mine was Asia.
The Southeast Asian Department consisted of two people: myself and
Iris. To put it into perspective, North Korea and China each had four guys
apiece, plus guys in the field. Iris and I handled 11 countries between the two
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of us. Granted, we didn’t get asked for a lot of field reports about Brunei or
East Timor.
Iris talked to himself, or more accurately argued against invisible
opponents. When he read articles that annoyed him, he responded loudly to
their authors, imagining them sitting across from him. While he politely replied
to e-mails from co-workers he hated, he muttered under his breath about
their numerous inadequacies both as employees and humans. He was
already going this morning. I could hear it through the wall, a constant low,
growling contempt, a white noise of spite.
Iris was the closest thing I had to a friend at the time, not counting
Julia.
His complaining stopped, and a moment later, he appeared in the
doorway, waging war against a breakfast sandwich and looking pretty worn
out by it
Iris was older than I at 42, and his was a face that could only express
different shades of exhausted; angry and exhausted, frustrated and
exhausted, happy-yet-exhausted. Exhaustion collected in the dark circles
beneath his eyes, threatening to lay him low just as it had greyed and thinned
his hair prematurely.
Iris asked between bites, “Ready for some good news, champ? Think
you’re one of the lucky winners?”
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I shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t think Janosky likes me. But I also
know that I’ve been right more than most here—and that’s supposed to count
for something.”
“You should have learned by now that factual accuracy is completely
subjective.” He polished off the last bite of the sandwich, snapping his teeth
into it with exaggerated gusto, like a lion tearing flesh from a bone.
“What we need to do is pull in a new client,” I said.
What we liked to do, what we loved to do, was to show up after a good
old-fashioned scandal. When it was discovered that a garment company's
East Asian factories operate on the backs of forced child laborers or
something, and when that became headline news, we liked to show up at that
company's office. Our training manual told us exactly how to begin our pitch,
all but springing from our mouths: "This could have been avoided,” we would
begin.
The previous July, allegations had been made against a certain
multinational food corporation that local union leaders were being kidnapped,
even murdered, by corrupt local police in order to maintain the status quo, as
the presence of that multinational corporation was an economic boon in an
otherwise terribly impoverished area. Who better than us to find out if was
true or not? To get ahead of the problem? Often, it pays to be an uninvolved
third party, one that can quietly provide the necessary information to the
client.
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That said, Iris and I didn’t get as much of the big action as others.
International hot-button topics of the day were where we put most of our
focus. Two new guys had been assigned to the Central America department
to cover Mexico and all of its newsworthy peril—Los Zetas, militias, questions
over the privatization of its government-run oil companies. Middle Eastern
departments had their own floors.
But most of the time, people stuck to their regions. Data analysis is
one thing, but if you wanted to really nail it, you needed experts whose indepth understanding of their region would manifest in usable instincts and a
keen intuition. Knowing a place and its people was not the same as
understanding them.
Iris said, “You know how it is. We can’t make clients out of thin air.
Let’s just hope the old man knows a good department when he sees one.”
“We’ll see,” I said.
“You can ask him about it if you want to when he gets here.”
“He’s got no reason to drop by.”
“He’s coming down the hallway.”
“No shit?”
“For real.”
I could feel hope building up in me, swelling like a geyser—why else
would he drop by?—and I thought of how many problems I could solve with
just a few extra grand, enough to catch up for a while. If I could get us in the
black again, I could slow down the spending over the course of the next
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several months, maybe start skipping lunches, little things like that. I’d set
aside a few hundred dollars extra per paycheck, and we’d be good again.
Janosky came in, flashing a mostly fake smile, brimming with his
aspartame form of friendliness. He said: "It is time to conquer the planet."
This was his way of reminding us to be ambitious, the guy liked to say, and
he said it all the time.
Here's everything you need to know about Alexander Janosky: He was
Czech, 59 years old. He was 14 when the Prague Spring occurred, which
was important. Warsaw Pact countries had occupied Czechoslovakia literally
overnight, and his mother looked out their downtown flat's window, saw
Russian tanks, and announced that they would move abroad. 26 years later,
he was teaching Political Science at Stanford. At 50, he went commercial and
founded Janosky Intelligence Solutions.
The truth was, he wasn't the most brilliant man on the planet, or even
one of the brightest thinkers in his field. He was just early to the game. The
market had use for a private, corporate intelligence solution for a variety of
colorful reasons, and Janosky had simply been the first to do it well.
When he looked at you, it was like he was looking through you. It was
like he could read minds or talk to the dead, like he was the heir to secret
knowledge that he could share, if he felt like it. I always felt that he hadn't
made his mind up about me or anyone else.
If someone were to tell me that Janosky never slept, I would have
believed it. He had never-ending juice and a way of disappearing problems
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that I'd never understand. If some client tried to cancel our services, he'd fly
to their head office for a conversation. They'd change their minds every damn
time.
“First, guys, if I can just address the elephant in the room,” Janosky
now said. “There will be no Christmas bonus for you at this time. " He
must’ve seen the optimism on our stupid faces. My heart sank. Janosky’s
fake smile didn’t falter.
"Why not?" Iris blurted.
"Because you don't have the proper animal ferocity. The math, the
analysis, you're great at it. The human intelligence? Not so much. You have
grown a little comfortable.”
That was hard to argue with. It was impossible to imagine me
charming confidential information out of a union leader over drinks. It was
unthinkable that I'd make sales, waltzing into a meeting room the day after a
billion dollar scandal leaked and say, "we can make sure this never happens
again." I lacked something. The guys who spent a lot of time in the field, it's
not like they were huge badasses—they still spent most of their time in the
office, writing reports—but they had something about them, a mysterious
sexual edge or a quiet propensity for violence. Or something. I couldn't tell
you exactly what it was, but they had something and, when I looked at myself
in the mirror, I knew that I didn't have that same thing. There was a time
when I could have pretended that I did. Until a certain age, every man
believes he has that sort of potential inside of him, this primal side crouching
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in a dark corner of his mind, waiting to be called upon should the need for
pure instinct arise. Somewhere along the way, I’d lost track of it.
And that was a critical part of our operation. We once spent three
months researching socioeconomic trends in a certain African nation,
eventually coming to the conclusion that the region would remain politically
stable for at least the next few years. Two days later, a field worker at one of
our foreign offices had drinks with a local official who told him that their
president would step down the following week. He'd had an affair and been
caught—his image had been shot, and he would resign in disgrace. That
intelligence cost us a pitcher of beer and trumped three months' worth of
analytical work. He couldn't wait to tell someone. He hadn’t needed any real
pressure at all—he had wanted to do it. That's how it is a lot of the time.
"Look, gentlemen, that's not why I'm here,” Janosky said. “I'm here
because I need you. Come."
•
He led us into a corner conference room that smelled faintly of stale coffee
and sat us down across from a woman I’d never seen before—probably in
her early 30s, looked like an advertising executive, undeniably professional in
a business suit but with just the tiniest bit of flair: snakeskin heels. I
appreciated this; I hated snakes in all forms. She nodded in our direction,
sizing us up with a tentative, non-committal smile.
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Janosky sat down beside her and motioned us into the seats across
from them. Iris looked at me, shrugging with his eyebrows.
"This is Susan,” said Janosky. “She is interested in working with us.
You are here for an assignment, and we would like the two of you to keep it
to yourselves.”
“Why us?” I said.
“There are many reasons. The specifics are relatively unimportant.”
"To be frank," said the mystery woman, "I asked for a team that was
bright but unimportant."
Janosky appeared mildly embarrassed, then shrugged guiltily.
“It’s also your area of expertise, however,” she said.
Iris leaned back in his office chair, folding his fingers together in a way
that looked practiced. “What can we do for you?”
Both the woman and Janosky looked to each other, waiting for the
other to chime in. At last, she said, “My employers would like you to find
someone for us. Someone who has stolen some trade secrets. Memos and
technical specifications for sure, but probably other things, too.”
“An industrial espionage sort of thing?” I said.
“That sort of thing,” she said. “We hope it's nothing. With your help, we
think we can ensure that it's nothing. But if it becomes something, we'd like to
be ahead of it. Whoever he is, he has penetrated secure communications
that he should not have seen. We don't know much else, really—we don't
know how much he pulled from the servers, and we don't know if he'll do
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anything at all with the information he has obtained. We know a name he's
used recently: Samuel Marven."
"How do you know that?"
"The FBI picked up some kid on wire fraud charges on Wednesday,
and he told them. Said he'd talked to someone called Samuel Marven and
that Marven had said he'd pulled memos from our Company X. The timing
suggests that it's got to be the same guy. A friend in the bureau gave my
bosses the heads-up."
"What's in those memos?"
"I won't say. But that information may embarrass a very important
corporation and, more importantly, may pose a threat to national security. I'm
not going to lay it out for you. Suffice it to say that Marven possessing this
information is a Bad Thing that may have consequences and that Janosky
Intelligence Solutions is being compensated more than fairly for looking into
it."
“So you want us to help you stop him from leaking it?”
“I don’t think it’s possible to stop him,” Susan said. “If he has any
journalist’s ear, he can do it any time he wants to. He can do it before we can
get to him, certainly. We just want options for dealing with any fallout. And we
want to know our enemy.”
Iris said, “You said this was our ‘area of expertise.’ What does this
have to do with Asia?”
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“We believe he’s in Cambodia. He most likely worked in a facility there
recently—what documents he swiped suggest this. And our informant
seemed to think he was living there still.”
“Where and what was the facility?” I asked.
“Can’t exactly say. The company in question operates in six countries
across Asia and has employed thousands over the last several years, making
it impossible to narrow down his identity at this junction. The Cambodian
plant shut down four months ago.”
“You know all you need to know for now,” Janosky decided. “Go learn
about this person. Then find him. Whichever of you goes can send your
airline ticket receipt to Finance for reimbursement.”
Iris and I exchanged a glance. I asked, “You want one of us to go? To
Cambodia? What if we find out he’s not even there anymore?”
“Then you’ll follow him to wherever he’s gone.”
“It’s absolutely important that someone physically go locate him and
set eyes on him,” Susan said. “We’ll tell you what to do after you’ve done
that. But it’s not good enough to just electronically track down where he might
be.”
“You know this,” Janosky said. He nodded his head slowly, the
calculating gaze evaluating us, his lips pursed slightly. “How do you pull the
rug out from someone whose home turf is the digital realm?”
“Make the situation analog,” I said.
“Good boy.”
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But no bonus, I thought.
•

Sitting in my office, Iris and I reviewed what we knew. We knew that
something important, something involving both national security and an
important corporation, might be leaked in the next few weeks. We knew that it
would come from a person who went by the name of Samuel Marven. We
knew that a lot of people would want to know about Sam Marven, if that was
his actual name. We decided to start there.
"It's definitely fake," Iris quickly announced. “It's a combination of two
names, Samuel Shaw and Richard Marven. They blew the whistle on a
torture scandal during the Revolutionary War."
"How'd that turn out?"
"Nothing happened to them, really. Congress enacted the first
Whistleblower Protection Law to protect them, and people took their report
seriously."
"So we know how he views himself."
"Right. He's an idealist."
"He?"
"Or she. Obviously. Statistically, it's much more likely to be a man."
"Right. I'm just saying,” I said. “How’d you dig that name stuff up so
quickly?”
“Google. He’s not trying to be subtle.”
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“Do you think he’s got anything interesting?”
“Doubt it, right? I mean, he’s probably some geek wanting a little
attention. I’m sure whatever he wants to tell the world will embarrass
someone rich, screw them up in the court of public opinion, but I’m guessing
we all forget about it a week later.”
“Probably. In the meantime, we get something new to work on, a
chance to make our star shine brighter.”
“And you’ll probably get a tan in Cambodia,” Iris said.
That was right. One of us would have to go. “You don’t even want to
go?”
“Too much trouble. Besides, don’t act like you haven’t wanted an
excuse to go back to Asia since you got here. I can’t be bothered with the
hassles—lack of air conditioning, often no toilet paper, all that.”
“It’s settled, then. I’ve got this.” And in that moment, I felt something—
the possibility of my ethereal and unknowable something that the regular field
agents had—pulsing, insisting on its own existence. I would do this.
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2. NEW SHAPES OF YOUR OWN CHOOSING

I felt a knot of disappointment in my stomach, knowing that our money
trouble still loomed over me like bad weather, but this field assignment could
turn things around. Hope was not lost. I had only to push the worries out of
my mind, soldier on, and produce some results.
When I got home, Julia was dressed to go for a run. She was tying her
running shoes. It was a little after six o’ clock and already dark outside, and
this always made me nervous. I knew what she looked like—gorgeous,
entirely too beautiful to be with me—and I knew what she looked like as she
jogged past in running shorts and a sports bra. For a predator, it might be like
a lure to a fish, flashy and elusive, too tempting to pass up.
I’d watched enough true crime TV documentaries to know how this
could end.
She didn’t think it was a problem. At work, we’d call this an example
of comparative optimism. People naturally assume that are personally less
likely to experience a negative event (even a high-probability one) compared
to others. So, while Julia may know intellectually that running in our
neighborhood at night is unsafe, it feels like it’s only a danger for
other people. Other people may be victimized; she won’t.
It was safe enough though, right? The streets were well lit. And she’d
already be running. She was fast, and she would be warmed up. She had
stretched well. If someone were to try to take her, she could outrun them,
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right? What was the average one-mile running time among kidnappers? How
far could your run-of-the-mill sex offender run at top speed before he lost
steam? There was no data on this readily available. I’d looked.
I knew it was dumb. She was smart, the neighborhood was fine, and
she didn’t need to be protected. It was wrong of me to treat her like someone
who couldn’t fend for herself, someone who wasn’t smart enough to know
when she was putting herself into danger and when she wasn’t. “Don’t forget
your pepper spray,” I told her. “Just in case.” You’d like to think you can
protect the ones you love, but no.
She held up the pepper spray, which was attached to a wristband and
wrapped together with her iPod and house keys. “Be back in an hour,” she
said. “Love you.”
“Love you.”
The door shut, and she was gone, and I was alone in the kitchen. I’d
wait to tell her about Cambodia, save it for dinner conversation. Maybe I
wouldn’t tell her about the Christmas bonuses at all—she knew it was
something that could happen, but she didn’t know that they’d been given out
today. Nor did she know how dire our financial situation actually was. We still
held separate checking accounts, and she didn’t ask questions, so long as
bills were being paid. I didn’t want to talk to her about it, to make it a thing.
We lived in a green shotgun-style home, but one of the new ones. The
whole neighborhood was made up of them, and they were all colorful, lots of
pastels and cocky floral landscaping. This development had sprung up a few
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years prior, built on the bones of an older, worse one. Someone, some
company, bought up everyone’s houses, tore them down, and built these new
ones. Then the economy took a hit, and many of them were foreclosed on.
We bought ours cheap, though not cheap enough.
It was a great house. It had granite countertops, which I had learned
was desirable. We were right outside of downtown, and from the front porch
we could see the tackiest landmark in Memphis, the giant glass pyramid
along the river which—I kid you not—I had heard was being made into a
gargantuan sporting goods supply store. It was a good neighborhood, nicer
than it used to be, though the previous week someone had stolen our patio
furniture.
•
Before coming to Memphis, my little Japanese house had been on the water,
and every day I missed it. I missed seeing the ocean first thing in the
morning, how the sunlight made the waves look like they were inlaid with
diamonds, how hard it had been to deny the miraculous beauty of the world
every time I looked out the window.
I had missed the wave too, at first, had been looking the other way—I
couldn’t live on the water anymore.
•
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The thing with this house is that we should’ve waited another few years. We
had planned to rent, but the more we looked the more reasonable it had
seemed to buy. Julia had income too, of course; she freelanced as a graphic
designer, but that was feast or famine. I didn’t pull the paycheck you might
expect at JIS. I was too new and there were too many young math majors
who would enter the field on the cheap for the perceived romance of it. But
Julia had loved this house, and I loved Julia, and I was willing to stretch to
make it happen. Only four months later, I regretted it.
I first met Julia at karaoke night at the Poor and Hungry Café, where
she’d delivered a regrettable but energetic performance of “No Scrubs” by
TLC. On our first real date, during which we’d had one beer apiece and Julia
didn’t eat, she told me the story of how, when she was nine years old, she
caught a crawfish in a creek in the woods behind her house. She had
plunged her hands into the cool water and plucked out this semi-translucent
little creature, plopped it into a mason jar, and named it Sebastian. It died a
few months later, and she wore her Halloween costume—a black witch’s
gown—for a week. “I was in mourning,” she had explained.
I knew that trouble had found me. I knew that I would make foolish
decisions if they were ones that would please her. We were both fiercely
independent and prone to short-lived relationships, but we would blaze our
own trail, throwing all the old ways into the fire and making new shapes from
the smoke.
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•
I decided to go for a run as well. The physical monotony of it always kicked
my brain into a different gear, and in that mode I’d think about work projects
in a different and useful way. I changed into running gear and ducked out of
the house into the frosted night air, heading towards the river. Movement
played a vital role in the smooth functioning of the machine that was my
mind—headed towards a destination, for better or worse, would always be
preferable to stasis. Only stasis guaranteed stagnation.
I’d been in Memphis for three years, and before that I had imagined
dirty streets flanked by old blues men with dented steel guitars on their knees
and half-eaten barbecue sandwiches in Styrofoam to-go boxes on the
pavement beside them. Then you get here, and it’s more than that, like any
city would be. It was a good way to unwind the day, running through the
unmanned back streets, admiring the plumes of breath I left in my wake and
the pinkness of my face in the windows of parked cars. My own labored
breathing sounded like progress. You could go back and forth with yourself
forever about the relative unhealthiness of various daily habits, from caffeine
to dairy, but running’s uncomplicated. It’s good, and it could never be bad. So
little in life works like that, including marriage.
Not so long before, I’d been an intrepid world traveler, the guy who
spent his vacation days riding horseback into Tibetan mountain ranges to
visit isolated temples. I had laughed at the exhausting tedium of the suburbs,
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damned their strip malls and fast food trends. Then, all of the sudden, as if it
were a magic trick, my life had changed completely. I was looking at houses
in those same suburbs. I was wearing neckties and investigating how much it
would cost to put a fence in for a dog—yes, I’d get a dog!—and it felt correct.
In Japan, twelve hour overnight bus rides and quick plane hops from
country to country had been monthly affairs. It was not hard to do: the pay
was fine, the vacation time generous, and the living cheap. A few hours in the
air and you could be in Southeast Asia, and while you were there, everything
might as well be free.
This was the version of myself who had spent four years living in
relative anonymity, the face on the train, the guy with a backpack, always in
motion, never in one spot for too long. I had no time for lasting relationships,
no patience for their quagmire of obligations. I contained everything I needed.
I had never felt so alive. In this state, loneliness wasn’t a factor; the solitude
was a practical effect of a tumbleweed lifestyle. Occasionally I would
remember something from that period of my life, something mundane like a
meal I’d had or a building I’d seen, and a deep well of panic would spring up
inside of me. I wondered often if I’d peaked at 24.
On the other hand, hey—I was heading back to Asia. New adventure.
That was something, a step towards joining my old life and the new. But with
that came a new problem: how could we find out where Sam Marven was
holed up?
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As I rounded the corner at 3rd Street and Madison Avenue, ducking
into the long and lonesome shadow of the long-abandoned Sterick Building,
majestic in all its decaying old-Memphis swagger, I had an idea.
•
Julia had beaten me back home and had already showered. She was sitting
on the couch, tapping away at her laptop, wearing a KISS t-shirt and black
sweatpants, an after-work staple. Eighties-era hard rock, with all its hairspray
and absurd machismo, held a special glitter-sprinkled place in her heart.
“Big news,” I announced. “I’m going to have to do some traveling for
work.”
Her face lit up. “Congratulations! Field work! Just what you wanted. It’s
about time they put their best man on the case. Where?”
“Cambodia, looks like. Honestly, it could change at any minute. But I’m
supposed to go track down this guy and maybe talk him into coming back to
the States with me or something. I’m not sure yet. He might not be in
Cambodia, but he’s somewhere in Southeast Asia.”
She shut her laptop. “How long will you be gone?”
“Until I finish the job, I guess. But he’s got to be some young guy just
hanging out—and he hasn’t covered his tracks very well. I can’t imagine it will
take long.”
“What about me?”
“What do you mean? You’ll be fine for a few days without me.”
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“So it’s definitely just for a few days?”
After a moment’s hesitation, I sat down on the couch beside her. She
folded her legs against her chest to make room, and then extended them
again across my lap. “You know how it is,” I said. “It’s impossible to say for
sure how long anything will take. But I really think it won’t be long.”
“And you told them you’d do it already?”
“I can’t say no.”
“Let me come with you.”
I hadn’t expected this.
This was the sort of thing she’d do, just decide to up and leave.
Forever she lamented a lack of date nights, complained that I worked too
much, fretted endlessly that our lives were rapidly becoming the kind other
people had. Right now, this would sound like a good idea to her. By
tomorrow, when it would be time to order plane tickets and pack bags, she
would have talked herself out of it.
This was something she could do—commit fully at a moment’s notice,
if she liked the idea enough. It was impossible to tell what would spark
something inside of her, and she could never go half-speed. She’d get it into
her head that she was going to build a treehouse, for instance, and then
she’d set out to become a treehouse expert and build that knowledge into
some branch of her mind. And she could revisit that place, would do so
happily. “The thing that makes redwood or cedar better than most other
options,” she’d say, “is that they have natural rot-resisting properties.”
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I realized I hadn’t answered her.
“Do you not want me to come?” she asked.
“I’d love for you to come. But this is business.”
“Dangerous business?”
“Of course not. It’s never dangerous.” I had maintained this story for as
long as I’d worked at Janosky Intelligence Solutions, though there were
always stories of field agents finding themselves in unsettling situations. This
did not seem like that type of job.
“Business that I’ll screw up for you?”
“No, I’m sure you wouldn’t.”
“Then what’s the problem? It’s perfect. I’ll pay my own way. Nobody at
JIS will know. We’ll travel together, so we can keep each other company. And
when you’re off doing work, I’ll sightsee. Or hang out at the hotel. Doesn’t
matter. But I could use a trip out of town. I’d love to go back.”
She’d backpacked in Southeast Asia as well, a few years before we
met. It was one of the things that had kept our initial conversations lively.
We’d actually both been in Cambodia at the same time. We’d done the
math—we were in Siam Reap on the same weekend, staying in neighboring
hostels. We might’ve had drinks at the same bar, years before we met. We
might’ve taken shots from the same bottle at some rundown Cambodian club,
passed each other in line for the bathroom, or grazed against each other on
the dance floor. Had I checked her out in passing? I wouldn’t have
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remembered it. How could I ever have guessed that, years later, we’d both
land in Memphis and end up living together?
I chewed her proposal over for a moment and couldn’t find any solid
holes in her reasoning. Instinctively, it felt like a bad idea, but I had no good
reason to deny her. I could feel my resolve crumbling.
“Don’t pack heavy,” I said. “We might be moving around a lot. We have
to stay flexible.”
She stood up suddenly, clapping her hands together, a grin of pure
satisfaction spreading across her face. This was one of the things I loved
about Julia: when she was happy, she was the happiest person in the world.
“Let’s not pack at all,” she said. “We can get backpacks when we get there,
cheap tourist t-shirts. We can outfit ourselves at one of the markets in Phnom
Penh for about 10 bucks a piece.” It was true. We could buy new wardrobes,
all knock-off apparel, and stuff it all into fake North Face backpacks. Wallets
and phones, that’s all we’d need. I was starting to come around on the idea,
even getting excited about it.
“All right. Let’s do it.”
I could swing two tickets for the price of one, easy, especially with the
client footing the bill—despite our company’s fixation on accurate data,
securing travel funding was a system one could game. I didn’t actually need
to pay for Julia out of our personal finances, which were scant either way. I
pulled up an airline itinerary for a one-stop flight to Cambodia leaving the
following afternoon for roughly three grand and forwarded it to the accounting
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department. It was approved an hour later, and I booked two flights at a
cheaper rate, leaving earlier and with extra stops: we’d leave Memphis in the
morning, connect in Los Angeles, then again in Shanghai, then skip over to
Phnom Penh. It would take four hours longer and cost half as much per
ticket. Just like that, Julia was set to come. We’d leave at 8:45 AM.
•
Julia was on the phone with her father. They talked all the time. Her mother,
a wonderful woman, had died of cancer two years before, and since then
she’d taken to calling her father (and vice versa) several times a day. She
consulted him for matters both momentous and absolutely trivial: if it was
tacky to order mashed potatoes and french fries as her two sides at a
restaurant (the ruling on double starches: permissible), whether she should
color her hair, whether we should eventually try to have children.
The month before, he'd called to tell us that he'd been digging holes for
a new fence in one of his back pastures, and he'd hit stone. He'd dug the
thing out, and it had taken him all day—the stone was huge, maybe 300
pounds—and he was ecstatic. He moved it with a backhoe to a different field
and used it as a decoration in his vegetable garden. That's the kind of guy he
was. He had retired but had the kind of retirement that, if anything, was more
energetic and ambitious than his working life could ever have been. He loved
being busy, and he wielded a certain admirable intensity against every
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waking second of his life, determined at this junction to waste none of them.
He was 76 then, and I believed he’d make it to 120.
She was telling him that we were going out of town on “a work thing”
and that she’d be out of touch for a week or so. I wondered how that radio
silence would affect him.
I wouldn’t call my parents. They wouldn’t notice the silence either way.
I grew up in a suburb of Portland called Laynewich Cove. Prep school kid. My
parents had grown up poor, the real kind, in rural Oklahoma, and had put in
the hours and sweat to work the way up their respective corporate ladders—
my father in the automotive business, my mother making sales calls for a
textiles company. They'd retired when I was in college, and had since then
spent most of their time traveling in a camper. They left the house for months
at a time, posting up at these community campsites out West, making friends
that lasted for a season at a time, reading and barbecuing and having
whatever conversations you have when everyone at the table is in their
seventies and retired. All of us had become accustomed to long gaps in
communication when I was living abroad, and in the previous years our
relationship had become, for the most part, a Christmas and Easter kind of
affair.
The Allen Curve: in intelligence and communications theory, the Allen
curve is a graphical representation that demonstrates the dissipation of
frequency that occurs between individuals when there’s more space between
them, even if they are perfectly capable of talking—say, by cell phone.
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Thomas Allen was concerned with it in terms of company employees—
engineers working in departments with too much physical space between
them wouldn’t share information as efficiently as those working close
together—but I knew the concept extended to my parents and I. This made it
easier to rationalize not calling them as often as I probably should have.
That’s not to say that they didn’t love me, nor I them, or that they
weren’t proud of me. On the contrary—my parents thought I was a genius.
They said this pretty much every time I talked to them. They didn’t really
understand what my job actually entailed, and at first they grappled with the
idea of it. My father had said it didn’t sound like a “real job,” something
sustainable.
“This computer stuff is all bubbles that are always bursting,” he’d said.
•
Since Julia was on the phone, I’d use the opportunity to make a call of my
own. I stepped into my home office, a glorified closet with an aging desk, halfburied beneath stacks of disorganized notebooks and yellowing paperbacks,
and called Iris.
“Why are you calling me at this hour?” he asked. “Maybe I have a
woman over.”
He didn’t.
“I’m leaving in the morning and in the meantime I’ve got an idea,” I
said. “You’re going to love this.”
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He sighed. “Let’s hear it.”
“But it’s going to take all of the charm you’ve got.”
“I’ve got truckloads to spare. Let’s hear it already.”
“Okay. The short version: we bait Marven. Whistleblowers always end
up needing—or even courting—a relationship with the media. So what if he
saw something about himself on TV or in a newspaper? Do you think he’d
respond?”
“Probably.”
“So what if we feed some stories to local Cambodian news stations?
Only, here’s the catch: every news source gets a different story. We’ll just
make something up. Whatever he responds to tells us where he’s at.”
“So they’ll say he’s a pedophile in Siam Reap and say he’s a spy in
Poipet, and whichever charge he responds to tells us what local news he’s
seeing? Like that?”
“Exactly.”
We could do this. It was worth a try. There weren’t that many local
news stations in Cambodia, and we already had connections at most of them,
a function of our need to keep a close eye on the region. At times, we had
seeded stories for journalists there, offering them scoops that might benefit
one client or another (usually by hurting their competition.) We’d never lied,
though. When in doubt, we could grease the wheels, assuming JIS would
front us some pay-off cash.
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This was another lesson of the private intelligence industry: money
didn’t just buy information; it also bought misinformation. “If Sam Marven’s
name blows up in a few months and hits the media big leagues, nobody will
be paying attention to what local Cambodian news sources were reporting
before the story even hit,” I pointed out.
“Let me see what I can do. People ought to be awake over there by
now. I’ll send a few e-mails. You just worry about getting yourself over there,
and I’ll discuss this strategy with Janosky.”
“I’ll get in touch from the road.”
“You do that, champ. Get some sleep.”
•
An hour later, light cast from a solitary candle near the windowsill was
enough to illuminate only the vague outline of Julia’s body, to capture the
angles and curves without distinguishing details. Here, she was a culmination
of lines, a creature of shadow carved smoothly out of the dark. The tattoos
running along her sides stood out more, patches of black and purple ink
against otherwise pale skin. They were roses. Unoriginal, she would be the
first to admit, but I liked them nonetheless. I was on my stomach, lazily
edging towards sleep. She straddled me, working her fingers into the
muscles of my back, unrelenting, forceful, just as I’d asked her to be. Her old
roommate was a massage therapist. She’d had an ex-boyfriend who had
asked her to learn.
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Moments like these had declined in the early months of our marriage,
but apparently that night I’d earned the right to a little extra attention.
“I read somewhere that your body reacts to stimuli created by your
mind,” she said. “For instance, there’s a spot on my back, a very small one,
that makes me cry any time someone touches it.”
I nodded, pretending to buy into this idea. “I never knew that.” She
shifted her weight, her fingertips tracing their way up my spine, stopping at
the base of my neck.
“Every tense spot I find on you, that’s something you’ve bottled up. It’s
a secret feeling. You don’t do anything with it, so it grows inside of you.
That’s what I’m working out of you. It isn’t as simple as twitching muscles and
nerve endings.”
I opened my eyes. “Why are you telling me this?”
She stopped, pressing her palm flat against my back. “There’s a huge
knot just below your right shoulder blade.” She pressed hard, and I could feel
it, a persistent stiffness when I moved my arm. “It’s gotten worse over the last
few months. It’s like trying to massage stone or something. What is it? Work
stress? Worried about this trip?”
“I don’t know,” I lied.
What it was, what it had to be: guilt.
She kissed my cheek, then settled beneath the covers against me,
both of us exhausted. In Julia’s arms, I drifted steadily towards sleep. On the
outskirts of sleep I saw them clawing their way free of their graves, desperate
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and furious and pitiless, fingernails caked in cemetery dirt, lungs
waterlogged. I opened my eyes, fully awake again for a few minutes at least,
and listened to Julia sleep.
She slept deeply but restlessly, her breathing steady and low and
untouched even as her body thrashed uncomfortably in her sleep. At last she
settled in at an awkward angle, head missing the pillow, leg cast across my
waist, and stopped moving.
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3. TRANSITION

At the airport, Julia’s ferocity was getting the better of her. Large
crowds tended to do this to her. I could sense her shifting uneasily beside
me, seething with impatience. “All of these people are ridiculous,” she
decided, talking about the people in line ahead of us. She was correct, but
there was nothing to be done about it. They pulled long trains of rolling
luggage behind them, carting enough stuff to live off of for months, then acted
baffled and outraged when the woman at the check-in counter charged them
for the extra baggage. Beside them, their kids alternately tugged their sleeves
and whined or played games on their phones. Every one of these people
seemed offended by something, the perceived inefficiency of it all, the need
to wait in line, the blatant disregard for their personal timelines. Julia would
not realize that, in quietly hating them, she was joining their ranks. This was
another thing nobody told you about marriage, the need for both players to
constantly expend energy trying to temper the moods of the other.
I texted Iris: Boarding now. Land in Phnom Penh tomorrow, 11:15 PM
local time.
A minute later, he responded: Traveling into the future, ha ha. Have
fun, Marty McFly.
Julia shuffled, anxious. “God, we’re not even out of Memphis and this
already feels like a pain in the ass.”
“Adventure!” I said. “Don’t forget, we’re on an adventure.”
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“Sure.”
The woman at the ticket counter was miraculously chipper, putting on
her best customer service face, her hair pulled back in an unyielding bun.
“Where are we headed today?” she asked, taking our electronic ticket
confirmations and passports.
“Phnom Penh by way of LAX,” I told her. “For adventure.”
Julia rolled her eyes.
“How fun,” the ticket lady said, rapid-fire typing on her console. “Any
bags to check?” She was gritting her teeth a little.
“Nope. No baggage.” It felt good to say it. In moments we were on our
way, tickets in hand, another step closer to the ever-more-attractive prospect
of blowing town.
•
We had just enough time to stop for a coffee before we reached the gate, and
that seemed to breathe new life into us both. Iced coffee with a splash of
cream, the drink the diluted color of dirty creekwater—it renewed us. We
boarded minutes later and settled into our seats, me taking the window seat,
Julia preferring access to the aisle. She hated climbing over people to get to
the bathroom.
“Cambodia has the lowest toilet coverage of any nation in Southeast
Asia,” I told her.
“Too late to talk me out of coming now. I’ve been before, remember.”
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“Just reminding you. So we’re mentally prepared.”
“Thanks for looking out,” she said, fiddling with her phone, sending last
minute e-mail replies before we were asked to shut them off.
As passengers pushed their way up the aisle, an effortlessly
handsome man in a charcoal business suit passed by. He lifted his briefcase
over his head to stuff it into the overhead bin in First Class and made
incidental eye contact with Julia, who I noticed held it a split second longer
than she needed to. The man smiled politely and returned to positioning his
luggage, but my mind was doing the gymnastics it always did. Was she now
sitting beside me, bored and annoyed, envisioning the life she might’ve had
with someone else? I knew the statistics, and I knew the mental hoops we
jumped through in relationships; I knew that most people were doomed to fail
and that everyone believed that they were the fairy tale exception—until they
didn’t anymore.
“I’m so glad you’re coming,” I told her.
She offered a cursory smile, then returned to her phone.
Memphis to Los Angeles was the easy part, and we spent the better
part of it polishing off our coffees, nibbling at the in-flight breakfast, and
watching episodes of The Office on the seat displays. But by the time we
were over Nevada, we were starting to feel the first pangs of impatience. By
the time we touched down at LAX, we wanted to walk.
“This is the worst part, the waiting,” Julia said. “Twenty four hours on
planes. I almost hate to break it up with stops. The unloading and reloading
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just adds another layer of stress. If it were continuous, maybe I could just fall
asleep, zone out, something.”
After a certain point, the length of any given journey no longer
bothered me. Planes, buses, trains, whatever. After about eight hours, it
might as well be a week—it was all the same to me. I’d enter this zombie-like
state of pure relaxation, sleep most of the way, occasionally groggily stir to
watch part of an in-flight movie. Being in transit was one of the few times that
you were forced to be totally still, to just sit there and wait, and part of me
adored it.
Our plane unloaded with just enough time to grab a sandwich and
head to the next gate. We’d skip the coffee this time, wanting to sleep on the
plane for as much of this leg as we could. The TV hanging on the wall at
Gate 53A was showing something on Animal Planet, some show that
followed a litter of Siberian Husky puppies as they flopped and whined
through their first weeks of life. My phone rattled to life.
I had one new message, from Iris:
Get to a TV and turn on the news.
I looked around for a screen showing anything but bleary-eyed Husky
puppies. On the TV at the gate across from ours, a familiar news anchor was
talking into a camera with a news ticker running beneath him. He was Roger
Nichols, a decorated veteran of the media circus, known for his occasional
tirades about gun control that inspired both hero-worship and vitriol,
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depending on who you asked. “Come here a second,” I told Julia, pulling her
along.
On the television, Nichols held a stack of typed pages, reading aloud,
and the text on the screen below him read: PRIVATE CORPORATION SELLING
YOUR PERSONAL INFORMATION TO GOVERNMENT AGENCIES?
Nichols read from the pages. “I choose to use this channel to bring this
issue to light—which, I recognize, is in violation of the non-disclosure
agreement I signed upon working for Tepper Technologies—because other
reliable avenues do not exist.”
“What’s Tepper Technologies?” Julia asked.
I shushed her and immediately regretted it, frowned at myself,
squeezed her shoulder in a nonverbal attempt to apologize. She tensed but
then relaxed almost as quickly. “I have no clue,” I said. “Let’s just watch a
minute.”
Nichols continued. “This news may not prove a shock to anyone who
reads the news with any regularity. That our privacies are compromised on a
routine basis is no revelation. That this continues to occur is the reason we
have to always, again and again, continue to bring it to the public’s attention
when this trend takes on a new form.”
“I wish he’d actually say something,” I said. I checked my watch.
Behind us, our rows were boarding the plane. “We have to go. We’ll look up
the transcript on the plane.”
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“What’s this mean?” she asked. We were both jogging then, attaching
ourselves to the tail end of the line of passengers.
“Looks like my whistleblower did his thing.”
I didn’t want to call Iris while the plane was taxiing just to have to hang
up during takeoff, and I needed to get the full story before I could talk about it
intelligently, anyways. The time between takeoff and cruising altitude felt like
hours, but as soon as they allowed us to turn our phones back on, I fired
mine up. Iris had already forwarded a few links to my e-mail where the story
was being covered, including the full transcript of the release from Samuel
Marven that I’d seen Roger Nichols reading on the air:

You probably haven’t heard of Tepper Technologies, the
semiconductor foundry that develops microchips and other
related technologies for over 60% of this nation’s latest
smartphone models. That is by both convenience and
design. For one, Tepper does not need you to know about
them. You are not directly the market for the product
they produce. The more deplorable reason for their
obscurity is that they have quietly aided in the
development of the most comprehensive surveillance
technology in the world.
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Tepper’s microprocessors are bought by the largest cell
phone manufacturers in the world and used in their
products. As data is passed through Tepper’s hardware, it
is siphoned off to a database maintained by the US
Intelligence Community (which includes 16 specific
organizations.) I have not seen evidence that the
cellular phone manufacturers actually know this is
occurring, but they may. Information is still floating to
the surface. This program is called HORIZON, and this is
how it works.

Your phone’s camera sees your face all day. That face is
appended to your dossier, referred to in the program as
your “fingerprint.” Those you call, text, and e-mail most
often are filed into a network of your connections. Those
of you with phones unlocked by fingerprint verification?
Your literal, physical fingerprints are also collected in
this manner. The locations you physically visit most
frequently are catalogued. This and much more form your
fingerprint in HORIZON.

What happens next? For the most part, nothing. However,
should anyone with access to the system wish to, they may

	
  

42

“flag” you, at which point your activities will be
automatically monitored, the entire flow of your daily
routine forwarded to the accessing agent. Your phone’s
route through the world will be tracked through
geolocation, and those you meet with and speak to, as
well as communicate with digitally, are all logged.

I choose to use this channel to bring this issue to
light—which, I recognize, is in violation of the nondisclosure agreement I signed upon working for Tepper
Technologies—because other reliable avenues do not
exist.

This news may not prove a shock to anyone who reads the
news with any regularity. That our privacies are
compromised on a routine basis is no revelation. That
this continues to occur is the reason we have to always,
again and again, continue to bring it to the public’s
attention when this trend takes on a new form.

While many people may be aware that their activities and
personal communications are monitored and even gathered,
this doesn’t seem to bother most—if you’ve got nothing to
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hide, the old adage goes, you shouldn’t be worried. Many
of us assume that our personal communications are lost in
a sea of social noise, out there somewhere if some
governmental body really wanted to pull it—but they
wouldn’t, right?

That’s not the point. And what’s just as alarming as
governmental surveillance, if not more, is the role that
private corporations are taking in these actions. Tepper
Technologies, on top of facilitating the implementation
of this system, is paid handsomely for the data provided.
At this point, it is little more than an arm of the NSA.

Members of the USUSA Agreement, better known as Five
Eyes, which includes the US, United Kingdom, Canada,
Australia, and New Zealand, have worked steadily to
implement total global surveillance. It is an
oversimplification to argue that the people behind this
trend simply want more power, but this is at least a part
of the equation: power wants more power, and power wants
to protect the power it already has. The genesis for this
new hegemony may lie in a fine place, in a sincere desire
to keep citizens safe. I don’t know. I can’t claim to
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know the innermost hearts of those in power. Their
intentions, good or bad, are not of great importance to
me. They should not be to you, either. What matters now
is that the Way Things Work has changed. The wheels have
been set to motion, the engines are running, and the
machine now runs itself. It’s hard to imagine the
circumstances under which we might stop this machine.

I believe whole-heartedly that if the United States
Intelligence Community believes that they can stop the
flow of this information by eliminating a single link in
the information chain, they will attempt to do so, and as
such I have released many of the documents I’ve gathered
to several journalists simultaneously. The internal memos
and e-mails provided to these news outlets will evidence
the things I’ve said, as well as illuminate citizens on
the worrying implications of the HORIZON program and the
dangerous, irresponsible intersection between a private
corporation and the government agencies that allow it to
spy for them and sell them the results, quietly violating
the rights of those who don’t know any better and don’t
have any choice in the matter.
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“Check it out,” I said, holding the phone between Julia and myself. She
leaned into me, and I handed the phone over for her. She narrowed her eyes,
scanning it intently, and after a minute said, “Here’s what I’m wondering. Why
does anyone care if he leaks this stuff? Is it actually that shocking?”
“Don’t you think it is? I think it’s pretty disturbing, honestly,” I said.
“I’m just not surprised by it at all. And I don’t know if the public will
even pay attention to it enough to respond to it. Some spring break girl will go
missing in Jamaica or a governor will text pictures of his dick to an intern, and
Sam Marven will disappear from the news.”
“You may be right.” There’s this constant buzz of periphery corruption
that we’re sort of comfortable with. When we hear that someone has done
something shady—whether it’s a corporation or government—most people
don’t care. We are unsurprised. When a leak sinks its hooks into the
American imagination and really starts a dialogue is when the narrative of it
all is just right. “Marven needs a good story, and he needs to be a character
people are intrigued by. If that happens, people will care.”
“But he’ll also be sealing his own fate.”
“Yes. If he gets big enough to matter, there’s no good ending for him.”
“I almost feel sorry for him. He’s just a guy with a conscience.”
“We don’t know anything about him. And I’m sure he knew what he
was doing.”
“Is it the right thing, finding him?”
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“That’s not the question. It doesn’t matter what his politics are. Or
mine. Someone’s going to track him down, and I’m going to be the first.”
It was hard for me to imagine that this leak wouldn’t have eventually
occurred, nor that it wouldn’t occur again, not only because secrets want to
be told but because there exists in so many people a raw need to see truth
exposed, especially when that truth is gory. As long as people in positions of
power overstepped their bounds, there’d always be some person with a
compulsive sense of morality ready to martyr themselves.
Conjecture: as a society, we would always rise up and crush this
person. We would lament their downfall while we watched them strung up.
This was another phenomenon that I saw regularly in my work: The
Bystander Effect, diffusion of responsibility. Yes, people would find it a pity
that someone might be persecuted for following their conscience, and they
might even agree with his politics—but they wouldn’t consider it their
problem, and that’s why Marven would go down in flames.
“I just thought of something,” Julia said. She shifted in her seat,
crossing one leg over the other, and hooked one of her arms around mine.
“What do we actually do when we get there?”
“Technically, you can do whatever you want. You’re on vacation. Of
course, you can come with me, too. But here’s the thing: nobody knows
anything about Sam Marven yet, so being on the ground in Phnom Penh isn’t
going to generate any leads. We have nothing to go on except that he’s
American, and there are plenty of Americans hanging out in Cambodia.”
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“So why are you even going?”
“Iris will hang back in Memphis and try to drum up some information
through the usual channels. We’ve got something of a plan in place.” Julia
rolled her eyes at this. She found Iris distasteful for all the normal reasons: he
was loud, he was obnoxious, and he wore his displeasure about his own life
like a badge. “The client wants someone to actually be where Sam Marven
is—not just to tell them where we think he’s hanging out. And if he skips
town, they want to know where he’s headed. This way, if Iris digs up any
good leads, we can follow up on them immediately.”
“Then, for now, we’re just hanging out until we’re told something.”
“Right.”
“What if we’re never told anything?”
“Then we got a free vacation.”
Just then, our plane crossed over water. Cloud coverage broke, and
the ground fell away behind us, quickly dwindling, geographical features
blurring into an inscrutable mass of greens and browns. Ahead of us was an
endless expanse of blue, and we were above it.
A flight attendant passed out blankets. The sun wouldn’t set for a few
hours, but it would happen in what our biological clocks would consider the
afternoon. This was one of international travel’s minor miracles, the sun
behaving differently, rising and setting unpredictably. We pulled the blankets
up around our necks anyways, and my hand found her thigh, thinking of the
guy in First Class, thinking of that something that I’d either lost or never had. I
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thought of what it meant to want someone relentlessly, thought of young
couples in movies tearing each other’s clothes off in airplane restrooms. Julia
squeezed my hand in hers, moving both of them off of her leg and into the
space between us. She rested her head on my shoulder, sighed contentedly,
and pressed a button on the screen in front of her. It sprang to life, showing
something with Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan.
•
Here’s when I knew I would marry Julia. I’d moved to Memphis in a hurry and
rented an old but deteriorating house on a quiet, tree-lined street in an artsy
neighborhood. I sipped coffee on the concrete front porch in the morning,
sitting in a six-dollar camping chair, and talked to the older widow who lived
across the street.
Her name was Lynn, and she fed the neighborhood cats—that was her
distinguishing feature, initially. She poured dollar store dry cat food into
upturned garbage can lids and lined them up along the small brick wall that
bordered her lawn, and the cats flocked to her like some sort of kitten
whisperer. She loved them all, as feral and flea-bitten as they were,
disheveled and dirty and generally ill-tempered. Eventually, I would learn that
she was simply the type of person who needed an outlet for her love, who
knew that it fell to her and her alone to look out for these strays.
I probably should have felt some kinship with the cats, as alone as I
was then, but I didn't: I hated them. I was allergic, for starters. They fought,

	
  

49

they shat in my yard, and they pissed on my lawn chairs. When any of the
females went into heat, the entire feral colony descended into a base,
primitive mating competition, and the unnerving mixture of caterwauling and
ferocious violence was, well, extremely loud. For weeks at a time, they ruined
my sleep. I was afflicted with what can only be described as sexual
nightmares.
The first night that Julia slept over at my house, we woke to the sound
of mewing. It drifted up through the floorboards of the house, muffled by the
carpet, but it was unmistakable. Kittens. I crawled up under the house and
discovered four of them.
The mother had been killed the night before by a stray dog. Lynn told
me this. The kittens, we reasoned, must be making noise because they
hadn't been fed. It was remarkable that none had died. I read online that
most mother cats lose some of their litter, and also that four was a smaller
than average litter anyways, and I was convinced that some must have died.
I crawled on my hands and knees beneath the house with a flashlight,
choking on dust, looking for kitten corpses.
Thankfully, I found none.
That afternoon, Julia I set ourselves to the task of rescuing the
kittens. We cleaned them up and fed them from bottles. I watched her cradle
each of them in turn, canned milk replacement formula dripping down their
furry chins. When we discovered that they were lousy with fleas, she bathed
each of them meticulously in the sink, handing them to me to dry off, picking
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off each and every flea with tweezers. She was nothing if not thorough.
I found adoptive homes for each of the kittens over the next few
weeks, but Julia came by each day to help me take care of them. It was an
odd way to begin a relationship, nurturing something together so early, but in
her I saw a limitless capacity for love.
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4. PHNOM PENH

Our layover in Shangai was just long enough to hustle from our
terminal to our connecting flight, sliding into new seats identical to the old.
Then we were in the air again, leapfrogging a nation of 1.35 billion people in
just a few hours. We’d been immersed in night and the dim, greyish light of
plane cabins for what seemed like days, moving through periods of sleep and
wakefulness in a bleary, braindead haze.
It was 11:30 PM when we exited the baggage terminal in Phnom Penh,
and now we were wide awake. We’d known it was probably a bad idea to nap
on the plane, but it was the only way to pass the time without going insane,
and we hadn’t policed ourselves well. I did the math in my head. We’d been
in transit for 26 hours.
“We should’ve stayed awake on the plane,” I said. “We’re going to get
hit by the jet lag hard.”
“It’s okay. I didn’t sleep well. I’ll still be able to sleep when we get to the
hotel, and then we’ll get an early start tomorrow. Right?”
“Right. We’ll be fine.” I chose to believe this.
Transportation had insulated us from the climate difference. It’s cold in
Memphis, and you go into the heated airport, then you spend almost a day in
a climate-controlled plane, and then you step out of the airport in Phnom
Penh and the heat hits you unexpectedly. The air is so humid it’s heavy; it’s
like it’s thicker, harder to move through, even at night.
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“Palm trees,” Julia said, pointing across the parking lot to where there
were, in fact, palm trees.
“It’s crazy,” I said.
“It feels good to be back. It feels good to know that we can still do it,
just get on a plane and go to the other side of the world.”
“It’s good that you came with me,” I said, meaning it. “Let’s get a cab.”
We were alive again. This was real and it was happening.
There were already a few drivers eyeing us, standing near the
baggage claim doors, smoking cigarettes. “Taxi?” one said.
There was a public taxi stand just up ahead, and I pointed to it. “We’ll
use one of those,” I told him. Legitimate taxi companies exist in Phnom Penh,
but just as many guys with cars go into business for themselves, negotiating
flat rates for their services. They could be a little less reliable.
“Yes! My taxi is same,” he said, pointing to a yellow, painted cab
beside the stand.
I looked at Julia, who shrugged.
“How much?” I said.
“Twelve dollars.”
“Nine,” This was the going rate, I knew this.
The driver smiled. “Nine.” Then he clapped me on the shoulder, too
hard, and led us towards the taxi stand. We did not, however, enter the car
he’d pointed to. Instead, he walked us past the painted cab, which we now
clearly saw that he didn’t own, and gestured at an unmarked Buick from the
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80s. Julia raised an eyebrow. “It’s got a meter,” I said, pointing at the
dashboard. “It’s fine. Don’t you remember? This is sort of how it is here.”
“Yeah, I know.”
The driver opened the door, then smiled again. “OK,” he said,
gesturing for us to get inside. We climbed inside, and I turned on my phone,
pulling up the e-mail with our travel information from Iris. We’d be staying at
the Paradise Hotel. I told the driver, and he smiled, then held his hand up in a
gesture meant to convey that we should wait quietly. He didn’t start the car.
A few seconds later another man climbed into the car, scooting into the
back seat beside Julia and I. “Hello!” he said, smiling broadly. He was
probably twenty, max.
“My brother,” the driver explained. “OK, let’s go! Welcome to
Cambodia” He turned the key in the ignition, and the Buick clicked, stalled,
and then roared to life, spitting a thick cloud black smoke into the parking lot.
“What hotel?”
“Paradise Hotel,” I repeated.
“Let’s go!” he said once more. He loved this phrase. Right then, I loved
it too. Loved him, even. Let’s go. It was a rallying cry, a call to battle, an
indictment against inaction.
•
I’d been to Phnom Penh before, but entering it gives you a firsthand view of a
staggering economic disparity that never fails to emotionally surprise you,
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even if it doesn’t intellectually. Out the car window, we passed the poorest of
ramshackle villages—thatched roofs, half-starved dogs panting in the heat,
skinny children kicking deflated soccer balls—and between them gated
compounds. Compound was the only appropriate word; these buildings
looked like concrete fortresses rising out of the endless muck and knee-high
grass of the surrounding terrain, their driveways decorated with glistening
Humvees and Jaguars. Whoever the people who lived in these compounds
were, it was clearly important that they insulate themselves from the poverty
of the country that surrounded them. If you built high enough walls, I
supposed, you might keep it out.
The city thickened around us the closer we got to its center. We pulled
into Daun Penh District, and the streets hummed with activity. The driver said
we were close. I had always been a sucker for this kind of bustle. It was
invigorating. We were here, and there was no place in the world quite like
this. Small, boxy cars filled the streets, and between them zig-zagged a
staggering number of motorbikes and scooters, moving down the road as if it
were all a choreographed stuntshow, passing close enough to each other to
touch but always missing. Pedestrians crossed the streets fearlessly, striding
into the traffic with a kind of trust that boggled the mind, and the swarm of
motorbikes swirled around them like riverwater wrapping around rocks.
These people could fit so much on their vehicles. Beside us, we were
passed by an entire family on a scooter. The woman sat behind the man on
the seat, arms around his waist, with the youngest child, a boy of maybe
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three, squished between them. A little girl, probably nine, sat on the
handlebars, legs dangling in front of the front tire, gripping her father’s arms
behind her. They were all laughing, like this was great fun to them, and I
couldn’t recall a time in my life when I’d been happy for a mundane family
commute.
A moment later we passed a bike in the far lane covered in chickens.
The chickens were live but tied by their feet into bunches, like produce,
tethered to the moto with bungee cords and twine; there were maybe fifty of
them, flapping their wings wildly, so that a snowstorm of feathers followed the
bike.
“I don’t know how people don’t get hit all the time,” Julia said.
“They do, actually. Cambodia has nearly twice the traffic fatality rate of
the United States,” I said, feeling self-conscious for reciting what must’ve
sounded like a know-it-all fact.
“Huh,” she said.
“It’s sometimes a logistical issue for foreign businesses hoping to
relocate operations here,” I explained. That was happening more and more.
Companies were getting skittish about their reliance on China as a staging
ground for manufacturing, especially since Chinese workers were pulling
higher and higher wages.
“What foreign businesses are even here?”.
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“Tiffany & Company has a diamond-polishing factory. A handful of
Japanese car manufacturers have plants. European dance shoe companies,
too.”
“Dance shoes?”
“Beats me. The company’s called Bloch. Oakley, the sunglasses
company, has a thing here, too.”
“My own private tour guide,” she said. She leaned her head back into
my shoulder, fake-fawning.
“As long as it’s the boring stuff, I’m gold. I’m a professor.”
The driver chimed in: “OK, Paradise Hotel!” He smiled broadly.
•
Paradise Hotel must’ve been Iris’s idea of a joke. The place sat on a street
corner between two other hostels, across the street from two bars full to
bursting with an assortment of twenty-something backpackers and a
smattering of locals sharpening their English or plying trades of various
stripes. Our room was a cubicle of yellowed, cracking plaster, in the corner of
which sat a queen sized mattress, no bed frame. Beside it, a small nightstand
held a shaky lamp aloft. I didn’t care. We didn’t need luxury. We needed
utility. Minute by minute, we were transitioning from our normal mode of
being into this one, with its vigor and flexibility—we could sleep anywhere or
not sleep at all, it didn’t matter.
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Across the street, late-night street vendors were still hustling in their
booths, so went over and snagged two knock-off North Face backpacks and
a handful of t-shirts apiece, stuffing them into the packs. We dumped them
back in the room, and I texted Iris that we were in Cambodia and settled. The
reply came seconds later: Nothing to report yet. Get some sleep and we’ll talk
in the morning, your time. This has to be handled correctly.
I was eager to close the distance between Marven and myself, but I didn’t
think he’d go anywhere anytime soon. With any luck, our smear campaign would
stick. It's one thing to hide out in a country without an extradition treaty, and it's
quite another to camp out in one that might actually grant asylum. Cambodian
governmental officials would have no ethical or ideological reason not to turn
over Marven to the United States, if so requested. At best, they wouldn't care
enough to pay any attention to him at all. Most likely, however, anyone with
enough power back home—whether government or corporate—could make it
worth the Cambodian courts' while. Cambodian officials had plenty of experience
shipping American pedophiles back home for prosecution; the paperwork would
be plenty familiar to them. The only question was whether they’d grant him the
publicity that would come with a drawn out extradition process.
Julia lay on her back on the bed, staring up at the ceiling. “No chance
I’m getting to sleep any time soon,” she reported. “I’m too pumped up now.”
“Let’s go get a drink, then. Start getting into the flow of the place.”
She raised an eyebrow. “Know any good spots in Phnom Penh?”
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I knew one; I’d been when I traveled through previously. “I do. It’s
called Heart of Darkness.”
“No, it’s not. That’s not real.”
“It is, and it’s perfect.”
“We’re in Cambodia!” she squealed. “Are you excited? I’m excited.
Let’s do it, let’s go out.”
When we got into the hallway, she kissed me hard on the cheek with a
“Come on!” and ran for the stairway, running the way she always did, head
bent low, shoulders forward, as if she expected to break through a wall.
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5. THE HEART OF DARKNESS

Outside the hotel, we asked two Cambodian guys how to get to the
club. They had bikes and offered to take us. There was always this sense
here that every interaction had the potential to be a commercial one, like
everyone you met was ready to be of service. If you asked for directions
somewhere, the response was usually, “I’ll take you there, no problem.” They
were moto taxi drivers, they told us. They were young, possibly even in their
late teens. One spoke some English, and this was the one we dealt with.
“Heart of Darkness!” he said with an approving smile. “You can have a great
night.” His hair was gelled into sharp spikes, something out of a video game.
“That’s the idea,” I said.
“Come on,” he said, patting the back of his bike. He exchanged a few
Khmer words with his friend, and we climbed on to our respective bikes. With
a lurch the bikes kicked into motion, and in moments we were a part of the
swarm of traffic, bees darting between lanes of movement. The drivers kept
alongside each other, taking up two halves of the same lane, and Julia
whooped beside me. I reached behind me to anchor myself to the bike with
one hand and slipped my phone from my jacket pocket, trying to get a shot of
Julia. I took three pictures, all of them blurred catastrophes, before resolving
to enjoy the moment.
Iris had nothing for me yet. I still didn’t have any clues to go on. We
now knew that he had worked for a semiconductor foundry called Tepper
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Technologies and assisted, presumably, with a program called HORIZON,
but where did that leave me? Everything was still on Iris at this point. I
couldn’t investigate that angle on the ground. Sam Marven could be here, in
Phnom Penh, maybe even at the club, as unlikely as it was—but we didn’t
even know what he looked like. For now, I could allow myself to enjoy the
moment, to set everything else aside and experience this for what it was: a
night out with my wife in an exotic spot, under a pitch-black sky dotted with a
thousand visible stars, the same ones from back home but in different
positions.
•
Heart of Darkness was a pale shade of salmon red, its entrance flanked by
potted trees that grew nearly to the height of the roof. The outside was
relatively unlit, the front door a black, beckoning opening in the smooth wall,
and I could feel the muffled fuzz of pounding bass from the street. On the
sidewalk, a few girls in short skirts with fake Prada bags texted ferociously on
their cell phones, alternately laughing and scowling, flanked by college-aged
travelers engaging in one of Southeast Asia’s most popular pastimes: trying
to guess at whether the hot girls were prostitutes or just hot girls.
Julia hopped off the bike and, just as smooth as silk, passed her driver
a few folded dollar bills. We’d never discussed the fare, but neither driver
seemed concerned or dissatisfied.
“Are you ready for this?” I said.
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“Hell yes. I feel great. Let’s do this.”
A guy at the door patted us down and then waved us in.
Soft orange light seeped from torch-like lamps along the walls,
complemented by a gaudy chandelier above the dance floor. A balcony
wrapped its way around the upper floor, and directly across from a staircase
down was a sign with the club’s name, all done up in red with a font not
unlike the one used in promotional materials for the 1993 film version of
Heart of Darkness—the one with Tim Roth and John Malkovich as Marlow
and Kurtz, respectively. A Cambodian DJ in head to toe Calvin Klein and a
black hat pulled low enough to obscure his eyes bounced behind a massive
set of turntables to a techno remix of Beyoncé’s “Drunk in Love.”
At the heart of it all, a pulsing mob of dancers, sweaty and blissfully
wasted, twisted together like a single organism high on adrenaline and
sleaze. Sunburned white boys pumped their fists in the air, red-faced and
delirious. Many had company, young local women, most of them probably on
the take—this was how they’d do it, dance with guys at the club, get invited
back to a hotel, and demand the cash after the deed was done. They knew
enough to give the guy an out, to let him tell himself he didn’t know the score.
Here and there, groups of girls chose the rhythm over the company, dancing
in tight circles with their purses on the floor between them, constantly pushed
inward by guys moving in, trying for the dancefloor grind. At the far edge of
the dance floor, beside a thoroughly abused pool table, stood a loose cluster
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of paunchy, middle-aged men sipping light beers and studying the scene like
dog show judges.
Would it have been our scene back home? Of course not.
But we weren’t back home.
We ordered two vodka and Redbulls in clear plastic cups and took
them with us on the dance floor, easing into the mass, sipping through coffee
straws. It started with the hips, a noncommittal sway to get the blood flowing.
We weren’t drunk enough yet. Julia pursed her lips, doing her best pouty
face. Then she settled into a bounce, closing the distance between us,
dragging a hand down my chest. She’d always been good at this, always
turned heads on the dance floor—she understood instinctively that the rules
for proper decorum were different in a dance club at 2:00 AM, and soon she’d
give herself over to the heated pulse of the room. We emptied the drinks and
dropped the cups to the floor, offering them up to the mass of stomping feet.
Soon others had bounced their way into our space, joining us, smiling and
yelling, and a Cambodian woman who radiated sweetness took our hands,
squeezing tightly, looking at each of us in turn with eyes so big they looked
painted on. She twisted her body as if she wanted to be spun, apparently not
thinking through the physics of it—we had to let go of her hands. Julia
cheered and clapped, regardless. I mimed a drinking motion and went to the
bar line to order another round of drinks. Julia nodded, still dancing.
I ordered two more vodka Redbulls. I sat at a bar stool while the bartender
did his thing, watching Julia from across the room. Like hyenas converging
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on a wounded antelope, a pack of guys had coalesced around her, dancing
not with her but at her. One leaned in, shouting something into her ear, and
she pointed to her ear, shook her head, and shrugged. A hand touched my
leg, startling me, and I jerked sideways to see the woman from the dance
floor. In more direct light, she looked ten years older than my initial guess,
maybe in her late thirties, weathered in a way that I’d probably never really
understand. She squeezed my thigh, and I pulled it away. “You are alone?”
she said, turning her lips down into a frown, like what a shame. She leaned
forward as if to talk to me more easily, offering a too-easy view down her
shirt. She knew it, saw it happen, and raised one leg, hooking a stiletto heel
into the middle rung of my barstool, compelling her skirt to ride up her thigh.
She looked a little like Ayumi, the girl I’d dated in Japan, if she’d been a little
older and lived a harder life.
“My name is Sokhem,” she said. “Means hope.”
“My mother’s name is Hope.”
She smiled. “It doesn’t mean anything.”
“I know.”
She knew I wasn’t alone, had just seen me with my wife on the dance
floor. I glanced back to the floor, saw Julia caught up in the dancing, and
turned back to the woman, who was waiting for a response. “Hm?” she said,
raising an eyebrow. I couldn’t think of anything to say. Somewhere in the
most honest parts of my soul I could admit that I wanted what men so often
want, to know her, to touch her, even to use her.
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Here the rules were different and we could do things we wouldn’t
otherwise do. It was the Wild West, and we were free of our restraints. For a
moment I allowed myself to imagine her joining us back in our hostel at
Julia’s invitation, the three of us on the ratty mattress on the floor of that rattrap room, both women running their hands along—no. I shook myself out of
it and told her, “I’m with my wife.” I pointed to the dance floor where Julia was
still dancing, looking at me. She smiled and waved, then cocked her head to
the side inquisitively, furrowing her brow like: what the hell?
Here it felt like we were free to be whomever we wanted to be, and I
wondered if Sam Marven felt that, too, if he thought that far enough away
from home, on the move, the rules would change for him. I wonder if he
thought he could shake his fist in the face of such strong forces and, here, be
a man who was not crushed for it.
•
I thought of this time when I’d been in China years before, staying alone for
weeks at this place called The Traffic Hotel. So film noir. It was after the
quake, and I had a month to kill before flying back to the States if I wanted to
college my final Japanese paycheck, so I went on vacation. And the first night
I was there, the phone had rung, startling me. When I picked it up, a male
voice on the other hand had asked, “Massage?” I politely declined.
An hour later, the phone rang again, and the same voice once more
asked, “Massage?”
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“No,” I said. I’m still good.”
“Very beautiful,” he said.
“No thanks.”
The phone had rung twice more that evening, and I remembered
wondering how many men changed their minds. How many accepted on the
first call? It must be uncomplicated for them. How many nervously held out,
palms sweating, until the fourth call? Once you’d given in to your basest
instincts, could you come back from it, or would you fail to resist temptation
again and again after that, like a dam with a leak? Once you’d allowed your
ugliest side its day in the sun, could you ever put it back in its cage?
•
I sunk once more into the mass of people on the dance floor, squeezing
through to Julia, passing her a drink. “Made a friend, huh?” she asked. I
rolled my eyes and shrugged, hips shaking again. She kissed me, and a halfdozen guys who had previously been dancing in our general vicinity seemed
to melt away like apparitions, moving to other places on the dance floor,
seeking out new avenues of pursuit. I kissed her back hungrily. Now the
dancing and my mood had converged into something feral, and our hips
connected in a dancefloor grind for the ages. Julia turned on all her best
music video girl moves:
Julia backed it up.
Julia pushed me away then pulled me back by the collar.
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Julia hooked my waist with her leg, arching her back.
Julia laughed at herself.
Julia knew exactly what she was doing.
We’d entered a blissful state of immunity against embarrassment, and
we danced like we’d never see any of the people in this room again, because
we wouldn’t.
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6. THE MUDDY WATERS OF THE TONLE SAP
	
  
We were drunk and exhausted. Several animal needs battled in my
head for priority. Chief among them: sleep, sex, food. Julia’s preference was
clear. “Let’s get some food. Let’s buy something we’ve never had from some
street cart.”
I needed it. Outside the club, our motorcycle drivers from before were
still hanging around, sitting on the backs of their bikes, sipping canned
energy drinks.
I had my arm around my wife, and she held tightly to my side, laughing
with each vodka-clumsy step. “We’re hungry,” I told the driver. “Where can
we get something to eat?”
He mimed eating something and confirmed, “Food?”
“Food!” Julia repeated, a little too loudly. The club’s doorman looked
back at us, then shook his head.
Wordlessly, the driver nodded and patted the back of his bike. The
other driver understood, and both settled into their seats. We hopped on,
smiling, and once more we were out of our own control. It occurred to me that
we entrusted our lives to these men simply because they happened to own
motorcycles and seemed to drive them at least semi-professionally, which
was ridiculous. We were all so careless with our lives, all of the time—how
could we function any differently? Looking back over my shoulder I saw Julia,
arms hooked around her driver’s waist, head tilted to the side, eyes closed;
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the wind stirred her hair behind her. Was she asleep? Phnom Penh whipped
past us, a blur of yellow lights and tiered, decaying buildings. Here, trees
grew between the buildings, crooked and snaking into whatever cracks had
formed in the concrete. We turned onto a different street and suddenly we
were beside the river, where things were still lively. Our drivers pulled up to a
line of riverside street carts, each flanked by plastic tables and chairs. It was
crowded but not unpleasantly so, filled primarily with locals. My driver, the
one with the porcupine haircut, waved his hand at the playing field of street
food vendors, and said: “Please take enjoy.” Yes, taking enjoy was exactly
what we would do.
There were maybe ten food carts to choose from, each one
indistinguishable from the next. Around one of the vendors sat a handful of
ancient, shirtless men, sipping what might’ve been beer out of Styrofoam
cups. I pulled Julia towards it by the hand. “That one good?”
“Any’s fine.”
I had this idea, both then and still now, that copying the eating habits of
very old people is a reliable metric for finding the most satisfying meals. A
median customer age of between 70 and 90 is ideal. They’ve had the most
time to refine their palettes, to sample the widest variety of culinary offerings.
More importantly, however, old people have been around long enough to
stop complicating the act of eating. They are more likely to eat what they like,
not what they think they should. When I am 95, I may eat pizza for every
meal. I will not care and I will not be made to feel guilty about it.
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I handed over some riel, and we were served two bowls of thinly sliced
stir-fried beef and vegetables in a thin brown broth. The only good spot to sit
was a plastic card table occupied by a solitary man who saw us sizing up our
options, smiled to us, and motioned to the other end of the table. Then he
went back to ignoring us and focused on his food. We took our places,
chopsticks in hand. Brimming with expectation, lowering her face to the bowl
and breathing it all in, Julia made a mental ingredient list, ready to reverseengineer it once we were back home. “Ginger, basil, red peppers,
lemongrass, garlic, shallots.” A few weeks from now, I’d come home to the
smell of marinated beef and basil sizzling in a wok. “Also, there are ants.”
“Yes. These are definitely ants.” Mixed into the bowl were roasted red
ants, some so small as to be unnoticeable, others close to an inch long. I’d
eaten ants before, and plenty of other bugs—surely Julia had too—something
to try when traveling, because, why not? I took a bite, admiring the slight
crunch of chitinous exoskeleton, a weird but not unpleasing sensation. The
beef was shaved thin, cut into new-moon slivers, dripping with broth and
chunks of roasted garlic. “Have you had this one before?”
“No,” she said with her mouth full, “but it’s good as hell.”
Across from us, the old man had stopped eating to watch us take our
first bites, keeping an eye out for either that first moment of visible
satisfaction or the telltale flinch of revulsion. Julia smiled, and so did he.
“Do you like it?” he said. I hadn’t expected him to speak English. His
accent was thick but his pronunciation practiced, the speech of a person
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who’d learned English later in life but had developed a compromised comfort
with it.
“It’s great,” Julia answered, still slurping. “Do you eat it here often?”
“Sometimes. My house is close. I like to eat beside the water.”
“Were you born here?” I said.
“Yes. 1952.” He couldn’t say it correctly, didn’t know the natural
phrasing; he said one-nine-five-two, demonstrating each number on his
fingers, smiling. How friendly these people were!
“You always lived here?” Julia said.
“No. A long time, I lived at Pailin. Do you know it?”
“Nope!” answered Julia cheerfully, reloading her chopsticks. “Where is
it?”
“North.”
A handful of laughing tourists walked by on the sidewalk, two guys and
a girl, probably a few years younger than us. They looked our way and then
turned towards the river. I wanted to believe that we didn’t look like tourists
and that others recognized us as being apart from them. We were
adventurers, the kind of people who flew to third world countries to track
down international semi-fugitives. Others would see us and think no, they
wouldn’t go to the backpacker bars, they’ll be with the locals, speaking the
language, engaging in obscure customs. They’ll eat the bugs, all of them,
every kind, and genuinely like them.
It hit me suddenly: I knew Pailin. “Near the Cardamom mountains?”
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“Yes. Very beautiful.”
I knew I wouldn’t let it go. I’d pick and prod it, even though I knew I
shouldn’t. “How old were you when you moved there?”
He narrowed his eyes and leaned his head back, conjuring the
memory. “Maybe 24.” But now his expression had changed, become more
guarded—his smile a thin tight line, an oblique knife-slash across a
weathered face. I did the math in my head. He’d gone there around 1975.
“When did you come back to Phnom Penh?” I was all friendly
inquisitiveness, harmless curiosity, putting on my best small-talk act, but I
couldn’t tell if he was buying that. Julia nudged my leg with her knee
underneath the table, a signal that I was bordering on interrogation now, to
quit being so nosy. But she knew what a dog with a bone looked like, and she
knew I wouldn’t let it go.
The old man was on guard now. “1-9-9-3,” he said. Not smiling.
Julia punched my shoulder playfully, then floated the old man another
smile. “Hey, enough with the twenty questions.” She rolled her eyes and
shook her head apologetically.
“He was Khmer Rouge.”
A few conversations at neighboring tables stopped, and the stall
vendor paused in his work. They might not have known what we were talking
about, but Khmer Rouge stood out. In a heartbeat’s time, the food cart
vendor continued to stir-fry his beef, never looking up. Those at the tables
around us resumed their conversations, restoring decorum. Meanwhile, the
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old man regarded me with an expression as complicated as any I’d ever
seen, a mixture of both frustration and sadness, pushing his bowl away from
him as if I’d just spit in it. I tried to imagine him years ago, in a different
lifetime, forcing older men into the rice paddies for forced labor because they
wore glasses, or running a bayonet through their skulls because of their
suspected anti-Communist ideologies. Or, more accurately, killing them
because he was told it was the right thing to do. I wondered if he regretted it.
I wondered how long he went without thinking about it—could he make it a
week without remembering the blood on his hands? A month? Or did he see
their faces each night in the restless quiet of his bed, forever condemning him
in the place between wakefulness and sleep? I wanted to ask him, “Do you
feel bad?” And then I did.
He stood up and stretched as if it were his intention to leave all along,
said something to the cook in Khmer, and walked away. I watched him walk
down the street, his image quickly fading into darkness on the poorly lit
streets, going, gone.
Julia got to her feet. “Let’s go back to the room. You sure have a way
of fucking up a perfectly pleasant thing.”
“How was that my fault? Did you really want to make smalltalk with a
murderer?”
We walked. The street carts thinned and night spots took over, Frenchstyle cafés on one side of the street, riverside clubs on the other.
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“How do you know you were right? What if you just accused that old
man of the worst thing in the world for no reason?”
“Julia, Pailin’s where old executioners went to hide out. Over seventy
percent of the older men who live there were Khmer Rouge. And if you
moved there from Phnom Penh during the seventies? Why else would you do
it? They held out in Pailin until 1998. That’s how long they held on. And
almost none of them were ever punished.” I paused, then added: “Nobody
can make me eat at the same table as someone like that. Fuck him.”
Julia’s sigh was pregnant with exhaustion. At last, she said, “You could
see it on his face that you were right. I can’t begin to understand that kind of
evil.”
"That's just it. They weren't evil. They were just people, normal people,
and we all pretend they were something special, something different from us,
because we don't want to deal with the reality that people like us could do
something like that. All day long we pass men in their 50s and 60s who would've
lived through it all. What percentage of them do you think didn't do anything
wrong? The guy who made our meal? He could've split someone's skull open on
a palm leaf, same as anyone else."
We were approaching a club floating on pontoons, attached
permanently to a riverside dock. A sign on the sidewalk described its history:
It was closed for a time as a result of a fated evening in which too many
people were dancing at once, and the boat began to take on water. Caught
up in the evening, the adrenaline, or perhaps the sheer novelty of it, the
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patrons continued to dance, the muddy water of the Tonle Sap swirling
around their ankles, until wet and giggling they were forced from the boat. It
took three months to repair the damages.
And as we walked, I heard nothing but the sound of the river bending
around the bow of the boat, and I thought to myself: it’s no good, it’s still
sinking, just more slowly. It’s sinking, it’s going down, I can feel the water and
I’m not afraid.
My phone rang. “It’s Iris. I’m sorry, I have to take it.”
“Where are you right now?” Iris asked.
“Phnom Penh, of course. Just finished eating.”
Julia pointed to the left. “The hotel’s back down that street.”
“Who is that I’m hearing?” Iris asked. “Have you got a lady with you?”
“It’s Julia,” I said.
“You brought your fucking wife on a field assignment?”
“So?”
“Are you drunk?”
“Does it matter?”
“This isn’t vacation, Elliot. I made the calls. Got in touch. It took some
cash to get the stories run, but we managed. If he’s paying attention to the
local news at all he’ll see some colorful rumor about himself. And I’d wager
he’ll respond.”
“Where’d the money come from?”
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“That woman in the meeting, Susan. If that’s her name. And Janosky
approved it.”
“And?”
“And what? Websites are putting up articles in the morning. TV
stations are mentioning it in the morning news. We’ll know more in twelve to
fourteen hours at the soonest. Maybe you should get some sleep.”
“Probably.”
“I’ll talk to you in eight hours. You need to be on point when the time
comes, Elliot.”
“I know. I’m ready.”
“We’ll see. Sleep tight, champ.” He hung up.
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7. NEED VERSUS GENEROSITY

I woke up late to the sound of my phone vibrating on the nightstand.
Iris’s text contained one sentence: He’s in Sihanoukville. There was an email, too, with a few more details of how he’d narrowed it down.
We’d collapsed onto the bed in our clothes and now Julia lay twisted in
the sheets, her arm dangling over the side of the mattress. I kissed her on the
forehead, squeezing her shoulder gently. “We have to check out, Jules.”
She groaned, shaking herself out of sleep, and rubbed her temple.
“What time is it?”
I checked my phone. “Eight.” We’d slept maybe four hours.
She groaned again. “Checkout can’t be that early. Just one more
hour.”
“I’m sorry. We have to go to Sihanoukville.”
At this she opened one eye experimentally. “The beach?”
“And it’s a beautiful morning.” Or so I assumed.
•
Two cold showers and thirty minutes later, we were sitting outside at a café
down the street from the hotel, applying butter to toast. A waitress brought
two orders of Cambodian-style coffee. It came in a glass mug, atop which sat
a metal strainer—essentially a primitive one-cup brewing system—and the
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coffee dripped down into a thick layer of sweet condensed milk. We watched
the dripping, and waited, and watched, then stirred vigorously. “Wait,” I told
her, holding my glass up. “We have to take the first sip at the same time.”
She smiled from behind a pair of knock-off Ray-Bans. “To the next
stage of the mission,” she said, holding up her glass.
I clinked mine against hers, and we took the first hot, sweet sip.
“Good god,” she said.
“I know. I wish we had it back home.”
“If I could take one thing back with me, it’d be this.”
“Absolutely.”
We ate and sipped and all was right with the world. The night before
had been strange and at times uncomfortable, but at the very least it had
been memorable, and in these past months our days faded quietly, one into
the next, indistinguishable from one another. We’d made arrangements with
the hotel for a ride to Sihanoukville—a common thing, something they were
used to setting up—but the van wouldn’t pick us up for another 20 minutes. It
was impossible to feel anything other than happy in this sunlight.
Julia polished off her toast and eggs and turned her complete attention
to the coffee. “Can you tell me how you know he’s in Sihanoukville?”
“I guess. It’s sort of ridiculous, if you want to know the truth. We
assumed that wherever he was, he’d be keeping tabs on the local news to
see if anyone was on his trail. There are a handful of small English-language
news website in Sihanoukville. Late last night, one ran a story saying that
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Cambodian authorities are investigating a known sex trafficker using the alias
Samuel Marven in the area, appealing to locals for help in finding him.”
“You don’t think he’d be telling people that’s his name here though,
right?”
“No, I really don’t think so. But this guy, with his need to protect what
he believes is the truth? He’d have to say something. And apparently he emailed an editor early this morning, warning him that this was some sort of
smear campaign, that he was being used as some kind of pawn.”
“Must not be much of a pro if he took the bait.”
“We already knew that much.”
“What are we going to do once we find him?”
“We’re not going to do anything. I’m going to do my job.”
“And what’s that, in this case?”
“I don’t know.”
“But what they tell you to do, you’ll do?”
“Yes.”
She exhaled audibly. “You wouldn’t do anything you think is wrong,
would you?”
“No. I wouldn’t. And this man is a criminal.”
She tossed back the rest of her coffee like doing a shot of tequila, then
sprung to her feet, slinging her pack over her shoulder. Heading in the
direction of the hotel, she walked away.
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•
When we got back to the hotel, a few vans and several motorcycle taxis were
parked alongside the road, waiting for their fares.
“Oh, shit,” Julia said. “I forgot about saiee.”
The drivers were playing this game that looked like hacky-sack, only
with a feathered kicker like a badminton birdie. They were incredible. They
stood maybe ten feet apart in a loose circle, catching the birdie at inhuman
angles on the tip of their shoes and tossing it in tall arcs or bouncing it
backwards, over their heads. Once, it almost got away, and a driver leapt a
motorcycle, bouncing the birdie off of his head and onto his shoe, kicking it
back into play. It never touched the ground. Julia whistled and patted her
chest, and without missing a beat one of the drivers caught it on his turn and
kicked it to her. She caught it on the instep of her foot, and sent it to the next
in the circle. They cheered. She smiled.
“What the hell?” I said.
“It’s easy once you get the hang of it,” she said, gesturing towards me.
A laughing driver kicked the birdie softly, sending it my way in a long, slow
arc, and I shot my foot forward, and connected, but too hard; the birdie
ricocheted off at a right angle to the right, landing amidst the parked bikes.
The drivers laughed and shrugged. “Sihanoukville?” one asked,
checking his watch. I nodded. He pointed to one of the nearby vans and we
loaded up, the two of us the only passengers. We were on the road again.
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Julia glowed. She stuck her head out of the van’s window, holding her
sunglasses against her head and letting her hair whip in the wind. The air
smelled faintly of car exhaust and burning rubber, but there was something
pure about it all. The lack of air conditioning, for example, felt honest. That’s
the only word for it. Here, now, you had to make peace with the heat, live with
it like your ancestors did or maybe dive into muddy water—could we do that?
Could we break away and find a place to swim? It seemed like the right thing
to do.
The heat here was so giving, not as oppressive as a Tennessee
summer. It was too humid there. Here, it invigorated you; you could feel its
warmth on your skin—a little time here, and you’d be tanner and thinner,
more present.
What I really wanted to do was rent a car for ourselves. The roads
were few enough and straight for hundreds of miles at a time. It would be
impossible to get lost. We’d spend a few bucks on the company dime, rent a
car, and slow down whenever we passed an interesting-looking village—no,
we couldn’t do that, I decided; I was ashamed to think of someone looking up
from a rice paddy and seeing an American slowing down to gawk at them.
But we could go drive by, and we could stop at whatever roadside stops we
wanted.
I’d read somewhere that the cops here would pull over tourists in
rented cars in the middle of nowhere and shake them down for cash.
Sometimes they’d just shoot you in some anonymous field, and nobody
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would ever know. It sounded like the sort of thing that wouldn’t happen in this
Cambodia, the new and improved one, the one thrusting its chest confidently
into the future, barreling towards progress. It also sounded like the urban
legends you used to see in chain mail—stuff about syringes filled with AIDS
in movie theatre seats or gang initiations in which you’d be murdered if you
flashed your bright lights at the wrong people. Still, the seeds of corruption
had been planted in this government’s infancy, and I knew how uncontrollably
those roots could tendril.
We drove along in relative silence, watching the city. After only a few
minutes, we stopped at a roadside gas station, or something approximating
one: an open, broad tin room like an abandoned plane hangar, partitioned in
half with a chain-link fence. We weren’t even out of Phnom Penh yet. On a
wooden rack were rows of glass liquor bottles—Jack Daniels, mostly, and
various brands of vodka—refilled with gasoline. On the other side of the
chainlink fence, a group of locals, mostly women and children, crowded
around a row of steaming steel pots. Why was the “gas station” portion of this
place partitioned off from the rest? The driver got out and talked to the man
selling gasoline. A woman leaning against the fence waved to Julia, holding
out her hand. She was wrapped tightly in a dress of faded purple and gold,
thinning grey hair caught up in a striped headscarf, her body like the knotted
trunk of a struggling maple.
Julia went for her pocket, retrieving a crumpled dollar bill.
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“We should probably just stay in the van. You’re not supposed to give
them money,” I said.
“Why the hell not?”
“Someone will take it from her. Or she’ll blow it. You promote a culture
of panhandling. Better to give it to UNICEF or something.”
“That’s bullshit,” said Julia. “Look at her. You can give her a few bucks
and she can walk into a store right now and buy a sandwich. How could that
ever be bad?”
Maybe she was right. Maybe we maintained this collective fantasy that
we were doing more harm than good as an excuse to avoid helping people.
Things were more convenient that way. And yet I knew that one dollar wasn’t
going to make a difference. Not even close. On the graph of any society in
distress there reached a critical mass at which Need could never be
approached by Generosity, misery being a thing that grew exponentially and
kindness occurring infrequently in the wild. It was like pissing on a wild fire.
Though I supposed that didn’t make it wrong.
As I reached into my own pocket, Julia said, “Get your head out of your
ass, Eilliot,” and climbed out of the van.
By the time she’d made it to the fence, dollar bill outstretched, every
child had run to meet her.
Everywhere, kids, and I had the thought for a moment that too often
we think of them as a different kind of thing—children and adults, instead of
just people in different sizes. Yes, they were people, and their needs were
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just as real, their pain and fear and longing just as immediate. There must
have been over a hundred of them, crowding against the fence, the kids in
the front crushed against it by the ones behind them, all smiling, forcing their
tiny hands through the holes in the fence—what did they do when they got
too big to push their hands through?—and holding them, palms outstretched
as if in prayer, all of them saying the same thing: “Please.” The one word
repeated over and over again like a mantra. “Please.” Julia didn’t know what
to do with the dollar. She reached into her pocket again, pulled out a few
more, but she only had four or five to spare, and how could she choose
whom to give them to?
Acquisitve mob: a large group of people competing for a limited
resource. Crowds like this were virtually always considered a liability in my
field of work, a powder keg just one match away from disaster. They could go
from desperate to aggressive in the blink of an eye—even a crowd like this,
made up of half-starved children. Half-starved children were the majority of
executioners during this very country’s genocide. Julia passed a dollar to a
little boy, and an older girl grabbed Julia’s wrist.
I was about to get out when the van driver grabbed her by the shoulder
somewhat roughly, shouting at the crowd, and led her back to the van. She
climbed in and slid close to me. Her small hand took mine and squeezed.
She said nothing.
It’s real to you every once in a while, and you want to change things,
but you also know that changing things requires more than just you alone—it
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requires a coalition, a change in the tide of public opinion, a movement—and
you also know that our memories are short. Yours, too, and mine: we see the
children through the chainlink fence and we care, and an hour later we have
forgotten. We recognize this as inevitable, and it becomes a self-fulfilling
prophecy. So we do what we always do, compartmentalizing it away with our
knowledge of every other unpleasant thing in the world, giving ourselves a
break so that we can carry on with the business of living.
It also occurred to me that none of these people existed, as far as
global intelligence communities were concerned. They would have no data
flowing through the HORIZON system. They existed as statistics, sure, but
not as names, not as buying patterns or links in social networks or anything
else. If I were to try to explain to them about privacy and surveillance or, on
the other side of the coin, the idea of stealing information, would they even
care? Would it sound ridiculous to them? Was there a single hungry person
on the planet who could ever imagine caring about what became of their
fingerprints?
The van door opened once more and another traveler climbed in,
sliding into the seat behind us. Hard Rock Café Bangkok t-shirt, green soccer
shorts, and a backpack the size of his body—he looked Central, maybe
South American. After making brief eye contact with the van driver, he
collapsed against the window and almost instantly fell asleep.
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8. TO KEEP YOU IS NO BENEFIT, TO DESTROY YOU IS NO LOSS

We stopped twice more, each time picking up additional passengers.
Now the van was full. We’d accumulated:
(1) brother of the driver.
(4) young Cambodian men in work clothing, all of whom were eating
sandwiches except for one, who held:
(2) live chickens, held upside down by the legs.
The dirt road looked flat enough, but the bus rattled beneath us like it might
crumble to pieces at any moment. We kept up a steady pace, though, driving
through vast expanses of nothing but tall grass and wetlands, then
occasionally passing through villages of huts and lopsided shacks. I looked
for people, wondering what their daily lives were like, their routines and
private joys and most far-flung hopes. All of these people, from the youngest
children to the most weathered of old men, seemed more durable than me.
Where the heat slowed me down, it invigorated them. I was too pale and
burned pink already, and that discomfort kept me from sleeping in the van—I
was a coddled little child in too many ways.
Against me, Julia napped.
I tried to imagine the landscape populated by soldiers, most of them
children, skinny boys and men in ill-fitting canvas uniforms, green drab and
khaki, second-hand assault rifles dangling at their sides. These broad
expanses of agrarian emptiness had been the staging ground for Pol Pot’s
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utopian dream, his ideas about forcibly relocating city-dwellers to the
countryside to restructure society. Too many people had been murdered in
fields like these in the most brutal and primitive of ways—speared or
bludgeoned with bamboo rods or decapitated with the sharp leaves of palm
trees—and I always wondered at what point had that become part of his plan.
Did he have that tolerance for the butchering of innocents in him all along, or
had it grown inside of him by degrees, swelling like a cancer as things spun
out of his control?
I saw a picture of his grave once, a dirt mound in the middle of an
overgrown field near the Thai border, covered by a tin roof like a chicken
coop’s, marked by a weathered slab of wood spraypainted blue, with three
words painted in white: “Please take care.” No doubt it was meant to warn
tourists from damaging the site, but of course it read like a farewell, too.
Two of the Cambodian workmen laughed, and the one holding the
chickens shrugged. His hand was newly covered in chicken shit. Julia stirred
beside me, yawning.
“You never went to Vietnam when you were traveling, right?” I said.
“Nope. Why?”
“Just remembered something. Not important, really. Go back to sleep.”
•
Back when I’d been living in Japan and traveling around Asia during the
holidays—again, about five years before; I was maybe 22— I went to this

	
  

87

place called Đà Lạt, in the central highlands of Vietnam. It was beautiful. The
name means “City of Thousands of Pine Trees,” but they call it “the City of
Eternal Spring.” It was like one huge pine forest, blanketed in mist, the
perfect temperature even though we were there during the hottest season.
Between unchecked expanses of forest, field after field of flowers stretched in
every direction, tiered against the shape of the hills. They were these
dazzling patches of color, an acre of blue here, then an acre of yellow, like
someone had laid a patchwork quilt across the hilly countryside.
There, a farmer had sat with me on folding chairs at the entrance to his
greenhouse, handed me a cup of water, and begun hand-rolling a cigarette.
He told me that in 1996—the year that the U.S.’s trade embargo with Vietnam
was dissolved—Belgian businessmen had visited Đà Lạt, eager to investigate
the possibility of setting up their own flower farming operations in that ideal
climate.
“They wanted to buy all of our farms, then they were going to change
our farms to theirs. Their machines.” He pointed up to the frame of the
greenhouse, spiderwebbed with irrigation hoses.
“So, what?” I asked him. “You said no?”
“No! We said yes, then asked them to teach us how it all worked.”
“What happened?”
“When they left Đà Lạt, we called them and said we changed our
minds. Two weeks later, we had built our own greenhouses like theirs. The
Belgian designs were all over Đà Lạt.” He smiled, as proud and weightless a
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smile as I had ever seen, then laughed, the kind born of wanting something
for a lifetime and finally getting it. “It was so easy! We did it so fast. So fast.
Now everything is great!” He gestured around to the fields and greenhouses
that surrounded him, inviting me to survey all the progress that life had
afforded he and his people.
I wanted to take Julia to that place, to stand with her in one of those
hillside fields of flowers. There was one in Toyama, Japan, too, a rolling sea
of pink and purple tulips. I’d never told her about these places. I was saving
them up. One day I’d take her, make her keep her eyes closed the whole way
there. Then I’d squeeze her hand and say okay, now.
•
The guy in the Hard Rock t-shirt had slept most of the trip, drooling onto his
backpack, but somewhere near Chum Kiri he woke up and introduced himself
to me as “Luis from Chile,” on vacation with money he’d earned at work. He
asked us what we did for work, and Julia told him we were on a chemical spill
cleanup crew. This information didn’t seem to phase him; we were unsure if
he understood or not.
Luis worked on a fish farm. “Salmon,” he said. “Some trout.”
“What do you do at the hatchery?” I asked. I was wide awake. The van
was bouncing violently over what could only generously be called a road at
this point, and all around us was nothing but jungle.
“Stab the fish,” Luis said.
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Julia raised an eyebrow. Luis made a stabbing motion with his closed
fist. “Stab them with medicine,” he said.
“Like, antibiotics?” I asked.
Luis’s face lit up. “Yes!”
“Isn’t there a better way?”
“Not yet.”
This guy was great. He made us feel welcome, admired even. He said
he’d seen Memphis on a TV show once and we had a big triangle, a
building—
“That’s the pyramid,” Julia told him.
“Yes, a pyramid. Why is it there?” he asked.
We told him not to worry about it.
“And Mr. King was dead there. I have a dream,” Luis said.
We nodded vigorously. “Shot by James Earl Ray,” I said.
“At least that’s what they want you to think,” Julia said.
I decided to assume she was kidding.
“Have you ever been to Chile?” Luis asked.
“No,” I said. “I hear it’s very beautiful.” I hadn’t. This was the go-to
phrase when discussing another person’s home country, safe and amicable.
“It is. You’re a traveler. You should go. If you could go anywhere,
where would you go?”
“Antarctica,” I told him.
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Julia raised an incredulous eyebrow. “Why the hell would you want to
go to Antarctica?”
“It’s beautiful.”
“You can’t even go unless you’re a scientist or something,” she said.
“Sure you can. There are cruises and things—you leave from Brazil,
and they take you down.”
Luis eagerly nodded; apparently he’d heard of this as well.
“What would you do when you got there? Just sit and look at snow?”
Yes, probably, I thought. Probably exactly that for as long as they’d let
me. Nobody would be there! The most inhospitable place on Earth. Who
wouldn’t want to go there? Even just to say that they did? Who wouldn’t want
to know that sort of isolation, to let it sink into them? What kind of man would
you be when you came back?
Instead, I said: “I don’t know. I just think I’d like to go.”
The driver pulled off of the road and into a hotel parking lot, then
popped his door open, letting in a gust of warm fresh air that washed through
the van’s interior. The air here smelled different, salty. Sihanoukville.
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9. AN INSOLUBLE PROBLEM

The driver dropped us at what must have been a frequent stop for
backpackers, for a handful of young white people were doing Tai Chi beneath
the palm trees in the courtyard outside. Annoyed as I was that he’d lump us
in with them, that he’d imply in this way that we belonged wherever they
were, the movements of the backpackers calmed me and took me back to a
time when my parents had let me buy martial arts magazines from the
grocery store, ridiculous publications with names like Martial Fury and Street
Samurai. Invariably, their covers featured either guys in full ninja regalia or
mustached white men with unfortunate ponytails, and all of them ran
advertisements for classes on honing one’s chi. They promised levitation.
They promised magical healing. They guaranteed that within a week’s time
any practitioner who ponied up the cash could heat a mug of water by staring
at it intensely. They even offered to reveal the deadly secrets of the Dim Mak,
the fabled Touch of Death—a prospect with such dread gravity that I got
almost queasy imagining that knowledge in my hands. What if I abused it in a
moment of emotional weakness? What if I did it accidentally? I’d never be
able to pet our dog again. Spiderman had taught me that with great power
comes great responsibility, and I knew I wasn’t ready for that sort of
responsibility.
Two of the hotel’s patrons stood in front of the building smoking
cigarettes, bags packed, apparently discussing their next move. Both were
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young men, distinguishable by not much other than the color of their t-shirts.
The one in blue said, “I’m more interested in seeing Angkor Wat than staying
here another two days, and the one in green said, “So why not go, then? I’ll
just stay here.”
After a few moments they parted ways, shaking hands and laughing,
promising to catch back up in a few days or weeks, whenever their paths
converged once more—this being a place where firm plans had little place—
and I wondered what it would feel like not to be afraid of losing someone.
Julia had dropped her bag on the curb and was now stretching her
legs. She hooked a thumb towards the group of Tai Chi people, all of them
wearing fisherman’s pants, half of them dreadlocked, and pursed her lips.
“Are we staying here?”
“Hell no.” We had no reservation anywhere, hadn’t known we’d end up
here.
“Can we stay near the water?”
“Of course.” It made the most sense. Sihanoukville was essentially a
resort town, and I figured our best chance of tracking down Marven was
going where the action was.
“This way, then.” She pointed to the West where, far off in the
distance, we could see a skinny grey-blue line beneath the horizon, the sea.
“Let’s just walk.”
So we walked. It was less than a mile and mostly downhill through a
growing downtown that nonetheless felt like any other mid-sized city in
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Southeast Asia: every building a squat three or four stories stacked atop
each other and strung together with power lines that sagged as if in time with
the lethargic pace of the city. Windows and doors stood open everywhere;
the city had its arms outstretched for the breeze.
We passed several Internet Cafes, and through their open windows I
saw row upon row of young Cambodians in headphones, staring into identical
computer monitors—nicer flatscreens in the newer joints and aging, blocky
boxes in the cheaper shops. I thought it might be worth asking around some
of these cafes later in the day, but would Marven actually use them? It
seemed unlikely; he wouldn’t want to surrender that much control over his
environment just for an Internet connection. He’d find access in some more
private way, but not in a place where people were working in rows and
anyone could look over his shoulder.
Julia was getting excited again. Her walk had taken on a half-skipping
quality, her arms swinging at her sides, and she caught my hand in hers midswing just as we crested the top of a hill that overlooked the beach.
The shoreline stretched on indefinitely, and the mile that lay directly
before us was lined from one end to the other with the thatched roofs of
outdoor bars. From here we could see hammocks stretched between posts
and pool tables plopped into the sand. Christmas lights snaked their way
from roof to roof, currently unlit. Across the street from the beachfront proper
were a row of small hotels, each five or six stories tall, a balcony affixed to
each room, facing the water.
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Finding Marven in this place would prove extra difficult for one simple
reason: foreigners were everywhere. Marven had, I guessed, decided to hide
in plain sight. The sand was littered with papasan chairs of every imaginable
color. Cambodians weaved through them with baskets on their heads, selling
fresh seafood: steamed crabs the color of marigolds, fish grilled with the
heads and skin intact, dead eyes left in their sockets, a delicacy. Each bar
played its own mix of Western rock music, and it all blended into one
disharmonious mash-up, Jimi Hendrix soloing over John Denver’s soulful
nostalgia straining against electronic dance beats from MGMT.
Beyond that, if you listened for it—and I did—you could hear the
crashing of waves. There was no other suitable word for it. The sea did not
murmur or gurgle, did not babble. At their quietest, the waves still crashed, a
testament to their untamable force. Across civilizations, floods and deluges
factored prominently into both creation and destruction myths. This could not
be a coincidence. The sea was created for its immeasurable depths. It was
designed to swallow, to drag us deeper. Even this patch of ocean, idyllic,
catching the sunlight and holding its glitter like diamonds, had surely served
as someone’s grave on more than one occasion, and—
Stop.
Don’t go there. Not now. You have work to do, and…
Julia pushed my shoulder, throwing me off balance. “Wake up. Let’s
check things out and get some lunch.” I loved her for pulling me back into the
moment, for knowing what was needed.
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“Any place is as good as any other, looks like.”
In fact it was impossible to tell where one ended and the next began,
since their thatched roofs flowed one into the next, an unending chain, and as
we stepped into the shade of the closest one, I looked up to see something
unexpected: platforms running beneath the ceiling like a second floor, only
with three feet or so of clearance from the roof. Here and there, ladders
extended from the sand, allowing beachgoers to climb into the “attic” and
access the communal sleeping area. A sign beside the bar read, “Customers
Stay Free.” I wondered how easily one could disappear here and for how
long, hopping into one of these crash pads at night, wandering town and the
beach during the day, carving out a daily existence amidst the constantly
evolving mix of tourists. If you were Sam Marven, this might be a way to
secure reliable Internet access and still maintain the necessary privacy.
I opened my bag and slid out my laptop, resting it on the far edge of
the wooden bar, and watched it hum to life.
Julia huffed. “You have to do that now? Can’t we figure out what we’re
doing first?”
“I just have to check one thing. One minute, tops.”
With a keen sense for which battles were useless and which were
winnable, Julia walked off to find a bathroom.
I waved over my shoulder, eyes fixed on the screen. Logged in. And
there it was, surprisingly enough: a Wi-Fi signal. So, it was possible. Maybe
not practical, but possible. I tried to imagine Marven’s life like this, hiding out
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in the middle of a never-ending party, perhaps crouched in the darkness of
the upper loft’s corner, laptop on his lap, typing away while passed-out
revelers snored in their drunken sleep only feet away. It seemed so easy to
go unnoticed in life if you really wanted to, really put your mind towards not
making a blip on anyone’s radar, and thanks to the Internet and social media,
you could probably go ages still in touch with family and friends without
anyone really realizing that nobody had actually seen you in the flesh for
months or years.
People were pushing in close around me, trying to order drinks, so I
moved outside, setting up at a table in the sand beneath the shade of a
beach umbrella. The wifi connection was slow but steady, and after a minute
my e-mails had been retrieved. One new e-mail from Iris.

I think we know our Samuel Marven’s true
identity. Since the cat’s out of the bag that
“Susan” represents Tepper Technologies—and that
the leaks involve the HORIZON program—she
received permission to give us a personnel list
of everyone involved in those programs.

If you guessed that the list is about 2,000
names long, give yourself a gold star. While I
was rigging Cambodian news outlets, I was also
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narrowing down that list, eliminating people who
still work for the company, people who’ve died
in the meantime, people who never worked at the
Cambodian facility, etc.

In other words, I’m doing all the work over here
while you get drunk with your wife, so you’re
going to owe me big when you get back.

Once I got the list short enough, we ran a
stylometric analysis on those candidates’
communications wherever we could find them
(social network posts, dating profiles, message
board posts, whatever footprint they’ve left out
there) versus the phraseology of Marven’s press
release that you saw on TV the other day.
Closest match was for a guy named Brandon
Sanders. 28 years old, from Virginia. Full
dossier, at least what we’ve got right now, is
attached.

Now you know who you’re looking for. I did my
part. Now it’s your show, partner. Go find him,
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then tell me when you do. Tepper Tech wants us
to find him first so we’ve got a leg up, but Big
Brother’s probably only a half-step behind us.

Don’t fuck it up.

I replied, told him we were in Sihanoukville already, instructed him not
to worry. Everything was well in hand. Then I opened the file and, for the first
time, saw the face of Samuel Marven—or Brandon Sanders. The photo was
the one Tepper Technologies had taken for his employee ID badge, and it
was underwhelming. I don’t know what I had expected, really, but he was just
a guy, a green-eyed guy with blonde hair just a little shaggy, likely
unconcerned with personal style, pale skin. He could’ve been anyone.
A small voice beside me said, “Hey. ‘Sup?”
The girl was Cambodian, maybe 10 years old, and she stomped
towards me barefoot in the sand, wearing a blue dress that could’ve been
plucked out of an American Goodwill bargain bin, her sharp arms sticking out
of the sides of it like bony machetes. Her hair was pulled into a thick ponytail,
tied up with some sort of colorful hand-woven fabric. She held a basket filled
with bracelets made the same way, all neon colors, like something an
American elementary school kid would make at recess.
“’Sup?” I replied.
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“I was thinking you needed a bracelet for that girl you walked in with.”
She turned her head and jutted her chin towards the bar. Julia was there,
waiting for a drink, and she’d changed: she now wore a purple bikini top and
khaki shorts, and her mind was clearly not on business. She tapped her flipflopped foot in the sand to the music, smiling at the bartender and waving a
few bills in her direction. “She’s too cute for you,” the little girl decided. “She’ll
leave if you don’t get her presents.” She had no trace of an accent. “You can
afford it,” she added. “You’re rich!”
“I’m not rich,” I said.
“You’re stupid,” she said, and I didn’t argue.
Now this kid had my attention. I’d always had a soft spot for sarcastic
children, and before I bought some bracelets from her—and I knew I would—
I wanted to make her work for it. “What would you buy if you were super rich?
If you had all the money you wanted?”
She did not hesitate. “A helicopter.”
“Why a helicopter?”
“To go all over the world. I want to go to New York City.”
“You’d love it there. You’d fit right in. Do you do this every day?”
“On weekdays I go to school. On the weekends I stack paper. I make
those Benjamins, you know?”
I laughed.
“Did you like that?” she asked. She was cocky; she knew which
phrases would get a reaction out of Americans.
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“Do you use English or Khmer in school?”
“English at my school. It’s an English school. You can choose if you
want to go to English school or Khmer school. My mom likes me to go to
English school so I can help work out here.”
“Where’s your mom?”
The girl pointed across the beach, where a woman maybe 10 years my
senior traipsed across the beach, handing out coconuts, pastel plastic straws
protruding from the tops of their hairy little skulls. “She doesn’t speak
English.”
I had an idea. I turned the laptop towards the girl, showing her Samuel
Marven’s picture. “Have you seen this guy before?”
She studied the screen for a moment, squinting her eyes up
exaggeratedly, a fake mannerism she’d no doubt seen on TV. “Lots of people
look like him. I don’t remember. He was here?” She raised an eyebrow.
“I don’t know. I think so. He might be gone now. I need to find him.”
“Is he your friend?”
“He’s not my friend or my enemy. It’s just my job to find him.”
“Does he want you to find him?"
“I don’t know.”
“What do I get?” The girl held my eyes. She was marvelous. I wanted
to bring her back to Memphis with me and introduce her to Janosky. She
could work alongside me and Iris in the Southeast Asia Department, giving us
the edge over both competing departments and agencies in both adorability
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and that mysterious, almost magical insight precocious children sometimes
exhibit, something borne of their still-fresh perspective on the world.
“I’ll buy all of your bracelets.”
“Okay.”
Julia was heading our way, and she tilted her head to the side,
wondering at the prolonged presence of this little girl. She carried two drinks:
what looked, from here, to be a daiquiri, and an Angkor beer in a can.
“Good,” I told the girl. “Come back here in one hour. And give me one
bracelet for now.” I handed her 10 dollars US, sending the message that I
was a generous friend to have. James Bond bribing twelve-year-olds.
Julia set the drinks on the table and settled into the seat across from
me.
The girl held out a handful of bracelets in different colors. “Which is
your favorite?” she asked.
Julia picked the purple, sliding it onto her wrist, and held it up to the
sun to admire. “Thank you! It’s beautiful. I love it. Matches my bathing suit.”
“You’re welcome,” said the girl, smiling.
Julia extended her hand. “I’m Julia. What’s your name?”
“Champey. Pleased to meet you.” Champey shook her hand
vigorously. Then she extended it my way.
We shook. “Elliot. One hour, Champey, right? Don’t forget.”
Champey shook her head with the stern resolve of a soldier storming a
beachfront. “I’ll be here,” she said, and scampered off, calling out as she
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went, “HANDMADE AUTHENTIC CAMBODIAN BRACELETS VERY
BEAUTIFUL VERY CHEAP,” one long high-pitched chant amid all the other
sounds of the beach.
Julia raised her drink, and I scooped mine up from the table, clinking it
against hers. “To another good day.”
“Thanks for the bracelet. And what was that?”
“Business.” I turned the laptop to face her. “Samuel Marven. Really
Brandon Sanders. That’s his face.”
“I thought he’d be cuter.”
“Why would you think that?”
“Don’t know. Just that renegade quality about him. Who doesn’t like a
bad boy? I figured he’d be extra good looking. Not that he’s ugly. You know
what I mean.”
“Regardless, this is him. That means it’s showtime.”
“What are you going to do?”
“Put out some feelers. Champey’s helping.”
“You’re, what, deputizing a little girl? It’s not enough that she has one
full time job, now she needs two?” Some sort of protective instinct had arisen
in her, but there was no time to debate.
“It’s nothing like that. I’ve got to run for an hour, but you just hang out
here. Relax. I’ll book us a room across the street. I think we’ll be here for a
few days. I’ll come back and get you.”
“You’re leaving me here?”
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“This was the job I came here to do, remember?”
She sighed, and I took another deep, hurried sip of my beer, and
slammed the can down on the table. “I’ll be back before you’ve even finished
that drink.” I loaded the laptop back into my pack, slung it over my shoulders,
and trudged through the sand back towards town.
•
Brandon Sanders. I knew his real name, but it didn’t sound natural in my
head. I wouldn’t use it. He’d been Sam Marven to me for so long, such a
regular figure in my thoughts that the name was hard to shake. More than
that, my business was with Marven, not Sanders—the man who chose a life
of controversy and powerful enemies, not the everyday guy who liked some
foods and hated others, who had crushes on girls, who probably loved his
mother and called her when he could. Marven had chosen to remove himself
from mainstream life, and when he did that he left Brandon Sanders in
Virginia. Perhaps he was back there, waiting, but that was not the man I’d
come for.
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10. THE SUNNY FROG

I was now in a race against time. Tepper wanted us to find Marven
first, wanted to deal with him quietly and secretly to avoid a proper scandal.
So far, he remained a fringe voice, a week-long splash on the media’s
radar—the public would forget about him without much prodding. But if things
escalated, and especially if government authorities became publicly involved,
they might find themselves entrenched in something messier: a diplomatic
quagmire, highly publicized legal proceedings, a growing locus of conspiracy
theories and pointing fingers. I was the closest. He was almost certainly here,
in this very town, aware that people were getting close to him but ignorant of
the fact that the man hunting him was on his doorstep. I’d find him before he
had a chance to bolt.
I ran to the net café up the street, scanning each white face I passed,
wondering what I’d do if I simply ran into him on the street. But none were
his. I enlarged and printed a few dozen copies of Marven’s picture on a
painfully slow 90s-era InkJet printer, and ran them back down towards the
beach. On the way, I ducked into a guesthouse called The Sunny Frog,
booked a room for 4 dollars a night, and wrote the name of the place and my
name on each of Marven’s photos.
By the time I made it back to the beach, Julia had finished two more
frozen daiquiris, and the empty cylindrical glasses sat in a neat row along the
edge of the table, their plastic straws twisting in the breeze. Champey sat
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across from her, legs dangling in the chair, demonstrating how she made the
bracelets, her fingers tangled in yellow thread. They waved as I approached,
then said in unison: “Sup?”
“Just the usual.” I pulled up another chair and handed a stack of
photocopies to Champey. “Ask around, okay? If anyone’s seen this man, tell
them to come to our hostel. I pointed to the spot where I’d written it on the
sheets. “The Sunny Frog.” I handed her a stack of ten-dollar bills, Janosky
Intelligence Solutions money. “There’s more where that came from if anyone
gives me good information. But only tell Cambodian people.”
She nodded and set the basket of bracelets on the table. “Leave it to
me.” Then she turned to Julia and shook her hand vigorously once more.
“Thank you. Pleasure doing business with you. Enjoy your bracelets.”
We finished our drinks and walked back to the guesthouse with a
basket full of bracelets, Julia picking out two or three more and looping them
over her wrists, souvenirs for friends back home.
•
Target fixation: In combat aviation, target fixation is the process by which a
pilot focuses so intently on his or her target that they collide with it. The pilot’s
wholly consuming desire to eliminate the target overtakes them to such a
degree that they wreck into it. Paradoxically, in doing so, they often
accomplish their mission. Intelligence analysts are taught to avoid this sort of
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tunnel vision and to make sure that we don’t become so preoccupied with the
task at hand that we close ourselves off to everything else.
Julia straddled my hips. The bed rocked beneath us, and I was
conscious of the fact that people in the next room could probably hear us
through walls this thin. It had been over a week since Julia and I had done
anything in a bed other than sleep, either in Memphis or now, here in
Cambodia. So often we became so consumed by the content of our days that
sex became a low-priority luxury, something that had to be scheduled for,
and then only if both of us felt up to it. In the first months of our marriage, this
had bothered me. I knew that the graph of most committed couples’ sexual
activity looked like any other, a curve trending downward from its highest
point in the beginning, eventually leveling off, but the specifics of the math
sometimes haunted me. Were we leveling off too quickly? Would another
kind of man, someone more vital and primal than me, have awakened in her
some insatiability that I hadn’t?
Julia moaned quietly, and I thrust my hips upward to meet her.
“Harder,” she demanded. I gripped her hip, squeezing hard enough to leave a
bruise, and rolled both of us over, her legs folding around me. She gasped.
There was a knock on the door. I shot up in the bed, upright on my
knees.
It was nearly midnight, far too late for any guesthouse staff to have any
business dropping by—not that this was the type of place where they were
constantly replacing the towels, anyways. Had there been a noise complaint?
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We weren’t being loud. Not nearly loud enough. “Stay here,” I whispered,
rolling off of the bed and pulling on a pair of jeans.
There was no peephole, and outside the door I heard a few voices
speaking quietly in Khmer. I cracked the door an inch and saw Champey
there smiling, flanked on both sides by an older man and woman. I
recognized the woman from the beach earlier, Champey’s mother.
“You should be in bed, young lady.”
Champey laughed. Behind me in the darkness, I heard Julia rustling
beneath the sheets, pulling clothes on. “Hi, Mr. Elliot,” she said. “Your notfriend is in Koh Tuich. It’s on an island called Koh Rong. Do you know it?”
“No,” I told her. “Is it far?” I waved to the two adults with Champey,
who did not smile.
She shook her head. “Not far. Close. This is my uncle,” she said,
tugging the man’s sleeve. “He can take you there if you want. He is a
fisherman.”
“Oh, I thought he was your father.”
“I don’t have a father. My uncle says your not-friend has been in Koh
Tuich for a long time. Maybe a few months. He goes to the morning market to
sell his fish and sees your not-friend buying food. Always alone. The boat to
Koh Rong is there, the same place.”
Champey’s mother extended her hand, palm up. “Money please.”
Maybe Champey’s bargaining skills had been inherited. I dug into my
pocket and retrieved my wallet. I opened it, rifling through the cash, trying to
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calculate how much all of this was rightfully worth. Champey’s mother
suddenly lashed out, her fingers digging into the wallet, plucking out the full
stack of bills. “Thank you,” she said.
“My uncle will take you now,” Champey said. She extended her hand,
and we shook. “Pleasure doing business with you.”
“Likewise.”
•
Koh Rong made sense. I did a little research before we left the beach district,
while Julia finished dressing and Champey’s uncle waited patiently outside
The Happy Frog. The village of Koh Tuich was sparsely populated but did
have a number of small guesthouses. Fiberoptic cable had been run out to
the island just the previous year, providing net access. Marven was isolated
and hidden enough here to keep up some sort of base of operations while
still having access to Sihanoukville if he needed it, or if he needed to skip
back into town to find an escape route out. Tourists visited the island, but not
in huge numbers.
Two different ferries would leave from Ocheteaul Beach to Koh Rong
the following morning, but I had no interest in waiting and even less interest
in being conspicuous; it occurred to me that Marven might’ve deliberately
picked a hiding spot that was only generally accessible twice a day. The
more variables he could control, the better.
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And that’s how it came to be that I found myself on an unlit fishing
dock around 11 PM, climbing into a speedboat alongside Julia and The
Sunny Frog’s owner’s cousin, who owned the boat and was willing to take us
that very night for a flat 50 US dollars, an impressive profit for a few hours’
work.
Why had Julia come? Well, she’d asked, and again I weighed the
desire to please her against the drawbacks of her presence and relented. “If
anything,” she’d pointed out, “I’m a walking disguise. Who sticks out more? A
single guy by himself, or a young couple on a romantic getaway?”
Our boatman didn’t speak English and made little attempt to
communicate himself aside from nonverbal gestures, thumbs up, thumbs
down, a system of shrugs and nods. He pulled the engine cord. The boat
sputtered to life, and he tossed us two life vests.
Sihanoukville took on a different look from this position. Between
Christmas lights and outdoor floodlights, the beach and its accompanying
night spots were still well-lit and loud. Even from here, we could feel the low
pulse of music moving along the water. By contrast, much of the rest of the
city was unlit at night, especially as one’s gaze drifted further from the center
of town. Go a few miles in any direction away from downtown, and the city
melted away into huts and unchecked jungle growth, spindling out along the
coast, which seemed to enclose the bay we sailed out of in dark arms of
stone and plantlife, black silhouettes against the deep blue of the night sky.
The boat rocked and bounced against the choppy water, but soon all was
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silent aside from the roar of the boat’s engine. I tried to tell Julia how beautiful
I thought it all looked from the water, but the engine drowned out the words.
We rode inside our own heads, side-by-side in the darkness, and in
the back of my mind a heavy anxiety grew. I hadn’t been on a boat in years,
hadn’t been close enough to the ocean to feel it spray my face, and the
reality of it was setting in. I tried to keep my mind on other things, to focus on
the disappearing shoreline like a meditator might a flickering candle, allowing
all other senses and conscious thought to fade away.
•
The coastline looked like Nagasaki’s. Afternoons had seemed so long there.
Ayumi and I once wrote a letter, in English, about how we were sailors and
we'd buried our treasure on the beach. We drew a rudimentary map, then
burned the edges of the paper to make it look old, knowing all along how
lame it was. We crumpled it and smoothed it. This we rolled up and put in an
old bottle we'd found washed up on shore, then half-buried the bottle in the
sand. I don't know if anyone ever found it, but we loved to imagine that they
had, that some group of kids had pored over it, trying to decipher the English,
and found the treasure, a couple of chocolate bars and some crumpled
American dollars inside three layers of airtight plastic bags. That part would
certainly have ruined the illusion, even for kids, but Ayumi had insisted. I had
suggested we bury no actual treasure at all, leaving them nothing to find.
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That way, the mystery would never die—for weeks or maybe years, those
kids would wonder if that treasure was just under their noses.
•
At last, we neared the harbor. We’d only been on the water for 30 minutes,
but I’d never been so glad to see land. A few wooden docks extended from
the beach, crowded with fishing boats. Most of the 1,000 or so locals that
lived here fished full time. Some hadn’t used the docks at all, instead
dragging smaller boats right up onto the beach and tying them off to rocks. I
tapped my watch, then held up two fingers for the boatman. “Two hours.”
He nodded. His hands disappeared beneath his seat, pulling out a
collapsed fishing pole and a tackle box. He clicked one end of the rod into the
other and tugged on the fishing line, untangling it, then waved.
I hopped out of the boat, taking Julia’s hand, and she stepped out,
whispering, “What now?” She jerked her head from side to side furtively, like
she expected snipers.
“You don’t have to whisper.”
“Right, I guess not.”
This island, too, was dark, aside from outdoor lighting around the block
of guesthouses at the end of the dock. To the east, a row of bungalows
dotted the beach. “If he’s been hanging out here, someone knows where. It’s
too small for them not to.”
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Julia nodded in the darkness. I pointed up ahead to the largest
guesthouse’s lobby, and took her hand again. A moment later we stepped
through its doors arm-in-arm, fake laughing, putting on our best just-here-forfun act. Julia was a natural. The guy at the front desk, a Cambodian in a
Hawaiian shirt and khakis, had been napping when we burst into the room;
he jerked awake and smiled sleepily. On the desk beside him was a portable
black and white TV, showing Die Hard with Khmer subtitles, the volume
muted.
“Can I help you?” he asked in a practiced, hospitality-industry cadence.
“We’re supposed to meet our friend here, but he’s not here. Samuel
Marven?”
The desk attendant rubbed his eyes and opened a three-ring binder,
thumbing through pages. He scanned with his finger, then shrugged.
“Can you try Brandon Sanders?” I asked.
The attendant raised an eyebrow but checked the guest log again.
This was fucking stupid—how did other guys in the field do this? I decided I
should’ve just hung around on the beach, staked the place out, left Julia at
home, but now that ship had sailed and I’d gone the route of charm and lies.
Nothing to do but stick with it. I pulled out a picture of Sam and held it up.
“This guy.”
There was a look of recognition. The attendant nodded, eyes
narrowing, and then he said: “One moment please.” He disappeared through
a door behind him.
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“Real slick,” Julia said.
“Just improvising. Got a better plan?”
“You’re the secret agent here.”
The attendant appeared in the doorway once more, this time followed
by a younger guy, another Cambodian, who had also clearly been sleeping.
“Please,” said the attendant, motioning to the young man, who walked
towards the exit, motioning for us to follow.
We followed him out of the lobby with its sterile cheer and island décor
and into the dark of a tropical Asian midnight. Our guide walked with an
intentionality that bordered on unnerving, clearly wanting to finish this task
and resume the important work of resting. We struggled to keep up, turning a
corner away from the guesthouses. We ducked down another side street,
then another, cutting between rows of cheaply made thatched shacks and
huts. Soon the dirt path, which resembled a proper road, gave way to beaten
paths that snaked through patches of thick jungle foliage. I realized that we
had no idea where we were and that, without help, we would have trouble
finding our way back. It was difficult to see, and the guide was getting too far
ahead of us.
“Wait up,” I said to him, but he didn’t. I reached for Julia in the
darkness and found her wrist, holding on to it to make sure we didn’t get
separated. We couldn’t stop moving, or we’d lose him completely. Something
in me perked up, an instinctive early-warning system, a light in my head
blinking—this didn’t feel right, and it had gotten this way very quickly. Again, I
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thought of the blind trust we had while traveling, that just because we’d come
from a guesthouse we’d follow a complete stranger into the pitch-black jungle
in a place we didn’t know at all.
The path hooked around the base of some great tree, its entire length
knotted and twisted like something out of a nightmare, draped in vines as
thick as my forearms. Julia snagged her ankle on a root and fell against me,
and in the split-second it took us to stumble and recompose ourselves, we
lost the guy we were following. “What the hell?” Julia whispered.
“You wanted to come,” I shot back, then shushed her to listen for his
footsteps. We stood there in absolute silence save for the distant splashing of
surf against the shore. And then, from beside us, a shadow appeared. Our
guide stepped through the foliage, waving at us sheepishly. “Sorry,” he said.
At least he knew that much English. I felt Julia’s hand relax in mine,
but I held on. We followed him down the path, and just a bit further it opened
up into a clearing in the jungle, along which stood what looked like a row of
concrete apartments. The Cambodian pointed to the third from the left.
“Thank you,” he said, and before we could respond, he’d trotted back down
the path the way we’d come and was gone.
We exchanged a look, and Julia gave a shrug. This felt weird, but why
shouldn’t it? I reminded myself that we were essentially stalking someone.
We made our way to the front door of what may very well have been the
place Sam Marven had been calling home, and now that we were here I was
uncertain.
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"What now?" I said.
"Knock?" said Julia.
"He didn't seem like he understood. Neither of those guys did."
Julia reached past me, lips pursed, looking at me, and knocked twice,
loudly.
The door opened.

	
  

116

11. YOU ARE A CHAP WHO DARE TO THWART THE REVOLUTION

Sam Marven, early thirties, tortoiseshell glasses slung low on an avian
nose, stood there in boxers and a white undershirt looking completely
unsurprised. He looked pretty much like his picture, only a little rounder and a
little taller than I’d expected. I’d figured him for a skinny kid—this guy looked
like a depressed accounts manager. "Friend or foe?" he said with his hand on
the door.
"Friend?" I said.
"I guess you wouldn't tell me if you weren't anyways," he said. "If you
want to come in, you have to give me your phones."
"I don't have one," said Julia. I had mine, and I handed it to him. He
walked into the apartment, vanishing around the corner, then called back,
"Don't just stand there." We followed.
We stepped into the apartment and closed the door behind us. It was a
small, one-room affair. The whole place was tiled, floors and walls alike, with
smooth, hard marble or something like it. To the right was a tiny kitchen that
would have fit into our closet at home. The main area had a fold-out couch,
currently in sleeper mode and strewn with a tangle of sheets. In front of it sat
a glowing TV set to mute, showing international news. At the back of the
apartment was a sliding glass door that exited onto a patio. The patio was

	
  

117

covered by a bright red canopy, sagging sadly at the edges, discolored in
patches by the sun.
Marven slipped my cell phone into a plastic baggie, then went to an
ancient refrigerator and opened the freezer, and set my phone inside. “I’m not
crazy,” he said.
“Nobody said you were,” I said.
"I know everyone who cares probably knows I'm in Cambodia by now.
But I don't think they know where specifically. And your phone can't be
geolocated inside the freezer."
"I know. It's fine."
“Wait, is that seriously true?” Julia asked.
“Yes,” Marven and I said, simultaneously. Marven asked, "So are you
journalists, or what? Government?"
"Contractors,” I said.
"He is, I'm not,” said Julia. “I'm just here for fun."
"I hope you're having a grand time,” Marven said, looking at me like,
are you guys serious?
I had no idea what I was doing. I was just supposed to find the guy, not
talk to him. Even half-dressed, there was a lazy grace about him, maybe
something about the way he moved, slowly and yet with focus, or the even
tone of his voice, confident as it was laid-back. One got the impression that
he was thinking a few steps ahead, but I knew this wasn’t the case—I’d done
the math of it in my head and he couldn’t have had an endgame. I knew I
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needed to tell Iris that I’d found him and that I’d get more instructions then,
but in the meantime it seemed unwise to spook him.
Marven folded his arms over his chest and said, “The situation I find
myself in is this: I’m doing something that I knew would draw the attention of
authorities. I expect the US government would like to prosecute me for one
thing or another. I knew someone would catch up to me.”
“So why try and stay hidden at all?”
“I’d like to continue my work.”
“What work?”
“Informing the public about Tepper Technologies, the programs it’s tied
to, and the global surveillance state at large.”
“There’s more to leak?”
“Oh, yes.”
Julia took a seat on the folded-out couch, crossing one leg over the
other, and placed her hands in her lap.
“Make yourselves at home, I guess,” Sam said, pulling a wooden chair
from the kitchen across from the sofa. I sat down beside Julia, who appeared
content to watch our conversation.
“How are you even communicating with the outside world and not
getting tracked down electronically?”
“I have a system.” He pointed to an open laptop screen on the floor by
the couch. It showed a live feed of another apartment. “It’s pretty
rudimentary, but it works. It needs to be as analog as possible. I put
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documents on one of these,” he said, holding up a USB drive, “and drop them
in the outgoing mail at the guesthouse down the road. The staff is all
Cambodian, don’t speak much English, but the owner, who is almost never
there, actually retired here from Tepper.”
“You worked with him there?”
“Only briefly. He’s one of those guys you hear about, you know? Who
just drops off the face of the Earth in some tropical paradise and decides to
grow old out there?”
“He helps?”
“Not really, but his staff sends my mail out with theirs.”
“Where’s it go?
“To a friend. An old friend from when I was a kid, someone I know I
can trust.” He pointed to the screen. “That’s his apartment. He then sends
them to whomever I ask him to. Journalists, mostly. The idea is that once
people start really looking for me—which clearly they have, right?—they’ll
have to go through him to find me. And I’ll know when they do, because I’m
watching his apartment. He works from home and tells me when he’s going
out and for how long.”
“So you’re just buying time.”
“Right. Once someone picks him up, I’ll know it’s only a matter of time
before they use his connection to me to find me. Even if he doesn’t talk,
they’d be able to get it from his computer.”
“And then you’ll run?”
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“I don’t know what I’ll do, but at least I’ll have a head start.”
“You don’t feel like you’re safe enough here?”
“You found me easily enough, and extradition treaty or not, feds can
still drop in and scoop me up. Or private security companies. Not to mention
locals wanting to make a buck.”
That was something I’d considered. The more transparent Marven
became, the more likely people on the street here in Cambodia would
recognize him, and if the wrong people put two and two together, they might
grab him themselves, try to sell his location or seek a reward for his capture.
“Speaking of which,” he said, “What’s your next move? As you can
see, I’m no danger to you, and I’ve been nothing if not perfectly transparent.”
His look said he thought he had my number, had met a thousand like
me before, and that he waited for me to speak in the full expectation of
hearing something he’d be justified in rolling his eyes at.
“Let’s hang out,” I said. “Tomorrow morning.”
“And do what?”
“Have breakfast. Talk. I’ll talk to my people and then we’ll talk. I think
we’ll be able to work out a solution that works for everyone.”
“You mean like one that involves you leaving me alone? I don’t even
know who the fuck you are, remember?” The sharpness in his voice caused
Julia to visibly tense up, and she looked at me. For the briefest of moments it
was if we’d seen something deep inside of Marven well up to the surface,
something ugly and potentially threatening.
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“No. But I can be a friend, and whoever else is coming is not going to
be as easy to deal with.” I stood up and tried to summon up any authority I
could, any of that dangerous something that I’d seen on display from other
field agents, wishing in that moment that Julia wasn’t there, that she’d didn’t
have to hear the harsh edge of my tone when I said, “Because let’s get one
thing straight. This game you’re playing”—I waved my hand across the
room—“is over. It’s time to think about damage control and exit strategies.”
“Who do you work for?”
“You know I’m not going to answer that.”
Sam leaned forward in his chair, then pushed his eyeglasses up his
nose. He rested his elbows on his knees and regarded me with an exhausted
expression. He looked to Julia, then back to me, and finally stood, moving for
the door. He opened it, and again the sound of crashing surf poured in from
outside. “The morning market beside the pier the ferry leaves from. The boat
from here gets there at 9:00 AM. I’ll meet you then.”
“Let’s go,” I told Julia. We stepped back out into the darkness, and I
turned around. “Don’t stand me up. You won’t be able to run anymore.”
Sam leaned into the doorfame and gave us one long, slow wave. “So
long. The harbor’s that way.” He pointed, and I looked, knowing we had no
clue how to get back but unwilling to admit it.
•
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It seemed like it took only seconds to find our way back to the docks this
time. As we approached, Julia said, “He doesn’t seem like one of the bad
guys.”
“That’s how it is now. Most of the time, the good guys and the bad
guys are pretty close to interchangeable.”
“Do you really think that?”
“Of course. And it doesn’t matter what I think. That’s reality and that’s
also my job.”
Our boatman was waiting for us, and in the meantime he’d caught
three fish, slender, glistening silver creatures with eyes as black as the water.
As soon as our feet hit the bottom of the boat, he cranked up the engine
again, and we were on our way, cutting our conversation short.
Again, a boat ride. Again, that sinking feeling. Again, the fight to stave
it off, to force my mind to pretend I was anywhere but here. Again and again
and again.
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12. TARGET FIXATION

The boatman dropped us at the Sihanoukville ferry port, and from
there we hailed motorbike taxis again—plenty were milling about, running
back and forth between the beachside night spots and the guesthouses. I
was eager to sit down with Julia, to collapse into the bed, to get her opinion
on everything that was happening before drifting off into a sleep that had
never felt so urgent. But there wasn’t time; I needed to talk to Iris first. I
needed to send a proper report back to JIS. I walked her into the hotel and
into the room, and at least now we could talk.
“Let me guess,” I said, closing the guesthouse room door behind us.
“You feel bad about this, somehow.”
“Yes, I do. This doesn’t seem right. I mean, I get it in my head. I know
that this is your job and if that if you weren’t doing it, someone else would.”
She collapsed onto the bed, kicking off her flip-flops.
“And you get that if JIS doesn’t deal with him, whoever else does will
do so much more harshly, right?”
“So you say. My problem is that he’s not wrong, Elliot. HORIZON,
snooping on private citizens without their consent, cataloguing everyone’s
communications—all of that’s wrong.”
“It doesn’t matter. He made a decision about the way he fought that,
and he chose the route that put him at odds with us. Now he has to pay the
piper.” I moved for the door. “I have to call Iris and send a field report. I’m
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going to run to the Internet café I went to earlier, but I’ll be back in about an
hour. That cool with you?”
She yawned. “Can’t promise I’m going to wait up. Hurry back.”
“I will. I love you, and I’ll see you in an hour.”
I opened the door, made it halfway out of the room before she spoke.
“Elliot. I just don’t want anyone to get hurt, okay?”
“Promise.”
•
I took a moto taxi from the guesthouse to the net café, going over in my head
what had happened. At this hour the place was occupied primarily by guys
playing multiplayer computer games, cursing into headsets, chain-smoking
cigarettes. These computers weren’t safe to use, not for something like this—
it was a violation of company protocol—and even their Internet connection
would have been questionable were it not for our state-of-the-art encryption.
Instead, I plugged in to an Ethernet port in one of the private booths, wrote
my report, and submitted it.
Then, outside, I called Iris.
“I’ve found our guy,” I said.
“Well, hot damn,” he said. I could hear him slurping something on the
other end of the line.
“What are you doing?”
“Eating chicken soup. It’s cold here, remember?”
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I’d forgotten. “Marven didn’t run from us or anything. I guess he knew
there wasn’t much of a point to that.” The moto driver I had come with hadn’t
waited for me, but another was in his place, perched on the back of an aging
yellow Honda. I moved further down the street, out of earshot. “He talked a
lot. I wrote it all in my report. He knows he’s busted, and he knows we can’t
just have the Cambodian police arrest him, and he’s going to meet me
tomorrow morning to discuss his options. Full details are in the report. I need
to know what Janosky wants me to do, though.”
“What was he like?”
“What was he like?”
“Yeah.”
“Fine, I guess? How should I know? Polite and smart but too idealistic
for his own good, if you ask me.”
“He’s very likable to the public. People dig him. He hasn’t done enough
to disappoint them yet, and since we’re the only ones who know who he is,
they can imagine him however they’d like. A recent poll found that 35% of
Americans would hide him in their home.”
“Jesus, it’s not like he’s a Jew hiding from the Nazis. When he’s
prosecuted—“
“When?”
“When he’s prosecuted, he’ll probably get a slap on the wrist and won’t
be able to work in the same field anymore. He’ll write a book about it all and
make millions. They’ll make an awful TV movie.”
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“So you’re sure they’re going to decide to arrest him, somehow? Are
you so sure you’re not going to be asked to just pay him to disappear
forever? Or pay someone to properly intimidate him? We could just as easily
be asked to discredit him in some way.”
“Fair enough, but I need to know what’s coming next. Find out for me.”
“For now, just stay glued to him. I’m forwarding our updates to
Janosky. You’ll be told what to do by the time you wake up tomorrow. Don’t
sleep too late.”
“Okay. Talk to you later.”
“Happy hunting.”
•
I went back to the motorcycle taxi driver that had been waiting outside. He
was young, probably twenty, and painfully stylish. His hair was dyed a deep
red and gelled upwards into a ridiculous curl, some Cambodian version of a
pompadour. Black leather vest over a white t-shirt, acid-washed jeans; the
style decisions young people there made would always astonish me. "Do you
speak English?"
"Okay," he said, nodding. He turned around on the bike and gripped
the handlebars.
"The Happy Frog."
"Okay," he repeated.
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I climbed onto the back of the bike behind him, gripping the rail bar
behind me. There was the brief jerk in my stomach as we lurched into motion,
and soon we were speeding through the night. At this hour, there was very
little traffic, the total opposite of the chaos of Phnom Penh, and the driver
hummed to himself as we rocketed down the road.
A moment later, he passed our turn. "Wrong way," I said, turning my
head to watch the dirt road to The Happy Frog disappear behind us.
"It's okay," he said. He sped up.
“You’re going the wrong way!”
He didn’t stop. I knew he’d heard me. We turned down another side
street, and aside from the occasional orange streetlight there were no lights.
The buildings here were older and dilapidated; it was a poorer, more rural
part of town. This wasn’t right. Quickly, I ran through my options: I could jump
off the bike, but at this speed that didn’t seem wise. I could try to physically
force him to stop somehow, but that too would probably end in a wreck.
There was still the chance that he was just hopelessly confused—but in my
gut I knew that’s not was happening.
Without warning, we turned off the road completely and swerved into
some sort of warehouse lot, empty save for a few dump trucks in a gravel lot.
Three other motorcycles were parked in a loose circle, engines dead but the
headlights on. I could see the silhouettes of their drivers, one of whom waved
the driver over.
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We slowed down. By the headlights’ glow I saw a glint of metal in the
hand of the man who’d waved us over. He had a gun, a snub-nosed revolver.
"Quiet, okay?" said my driver. We stopped, and he hopped off the bike. Then
he motioned with his hand for me to turn around. His free hand dipped into
his back pocket and produced a pair of handcuffs. He pointed to the ground.
I dropped to my knees. The cuffs were cool against my wrists, and he
closed them too tightly. I choked back the wince that came, trying my best not
to show weakness, to maintain whatever control I might still have. I could
control myself, I thought, if nothing else.
“Why do you want me? Who do you think I am?” I asked.
The men ignored me. Now that they had me, they didn't seem to know
what to do. I caught better glimpses of them in the light of the headlights as
they milled around, talking in Khmer—no, arguing. One wore a Cambodian
police uniform. What was their endgame? The youngest looking, the one
who’d driven me into this situation, snapped at something the police officer
said, reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out his own gun. He whipped
his body towards me and pointed it in my direction, yelling into the police
officer’s face. One of his friends slapped his wrist downward, calming him.
I imagined this death, one of the billion possible ways to go, and
decided it was one of the better ones. I didn't like the idea of going on my
knees, but I could die in some quick and violent way on some lonely stretch
of Cambodian soil, the beach faintly visible just off to my left even now. I had
experienced enough. My life had been fuller than many who died much later
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than me, I told myself. I had known what it meant to go halfway around the
world, to see things—the night at Heart of Darkness alone would have done
it—and I had known love. None of it was a waste. I would feel the metal of
the revolver against my forehead and I would tell them to pull the trigger
through gritted teeth.
If I had the opportunity, would I shoot one of them? I decided that I
would. This was kidnapping now, so fuck them, fuck them if they corner a dog
and it bites them, they brought that on themselves and I'd do whatever I
needed to stay alive to see my wife again. If I got a hold of the gun, which
one would I shoot first? Would I hesitate? Would it be easier to shoot the one
who'd brought me here, the one who I'd had the most personal interaction
with, even though all were equally guilty? Maybe I wouldn't have to at all; I
could grab the gun, cover them, maybe shoot the tires on their bikes before
stealing the last and escaping. I pushed my wrists down, hooking the chain
between the cuffs beneath my thighs. If I pulled my legs in closely enough, I’d
be able to slip my legs through and get my wrists in front of me—but I’d have
to do it quickly and make a move immediately. There could be no fighting
them; there were too many, and they were armed. At the same time, they
were so absorbed in themselves now, so sure I was waiting incapacitated,
that they weren’t paying much attention. Before I even knew what I was
doing, I rolled onto my back, forcing my wrists beneath my body and dragging
the cuffs painfully across my shins to get my hands in front of me again. They
caught on my leg, but then broke outright—the chain popped, I couldn’t
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believe it— and I bolted for the Honda we’d ridden in on. I started it up and
turned the accelerator. The bike fishtailed wildly, spraying gravel behind me,
and swerved out of the parking lot to a chorus of angry yells. I steadied
myself and got control of the bike.
I was doing it, I was escaping, I was fucking James Bond and I would
get back to the apartment and warn the others that things were getting way
more complicated. I'd act like it was no big deal. Steering a bike was new
territory, and I concentrated hard on taking the curves correctly at this speed,
paranoid I’d hit a guardrail or a streetlight, felt my mind focus in on them with
a laser sharpness. I looked back over my shoulder, but I didn't see any bikes
following me. No headlights. I looked forward again, proud of myself, then felt
a tremor in the front tire, a new vibration through the handlebars; I was taking
the curve too fast, heading too quickly for a light post—
—The bike slid out from under me, just like that.
My body slid across the pavement, rolled a few times, and slammed
into the light post.
If you've ever been hurt, really hurt, I don't have to tell you how
humbling it is. How small you feel. It's one thing to be sick or to break a bone
and another entirely to feel that your body has been broken, made useless.
It's something special to feel your blood pour out, so much of it, so freely, and
to know there is nothing you can do but lie there, whimpering, and hope for
someone to help you.

	
  

131

My blood was coming out so readily, so quickly. God, it was really
happening now. I didn't know I had so much of it inside of me, and I didn't
know how I was still conscious. You can lose more than you think, I thought.
I tried to stand, and stood, and felt an immense relief that my legs still
worked, albeit shakily. But even that took effort, and I felt that my strength
was flowing out of me, could feel it seeping out uncontrollably. I reached into
my back pocket for my phone and found it in pieces. I had no way to get in
contact with Julia, and I didn’t know how much time I had before I passed out.
The world around me shook, it spun. I stumbled back up the road, past the
wreckage of the motorcycle, crushing shards of shattered yellow plastic with
each labored step. Headlights approached, and I didn’t know whether to flag
the driver down or hide. Was it the kidnappers? My knees hit the pavement
hard, and I tumbled forward onto the street once more, feeling the skin of my
forearms tear against the asphalt. The ground beneath me felt wet. My eyes
closed themselves. This was it. This was how it would end—bleeding out on
a filthy street in a foreign land, far from my wife and our home, her smile, her
body.
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13. UNPREDICTABLE THINGS

My body was shaking, convulsing, vibrating. I opened my eyes, but
everything was dark. No, I wasn’t shaking—I was in the back of a moving car.
My eyes adjusted; there were no streetlights, but by the headlights I could
see the silhouettes of a driver and a passenger. Now they were talking.
Khmer. One looked back, and I slipped away again.
In fits and starts, my mind settled into something close to
consciousness, but my eyes would not open. I was too tired for such things
now. One could do without sight for a while, I told myself, so long as his lungs
continued to draw air—and I was so hungry for it, even though the air was hot
and tinged with car exhaust. I could feel things, feel everything at once, the
wetness of my own blood on my lips, the gentle rocking of the car as it
bounced over potholes, the absolute urgency of holding Julia.
I tried to think of something happier. These might have been my last
thoughts, so why not spend them wisely? They had never been so
expensive.
•
I felt satisfied in some primal way, felt better for having endured something. If
I survived this, I felt I’d be unstoppable, hardened.
•
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But I had already survived something, hadn’t I? How could I have forgotten?
After the earthquake, I had understood in my heart what we always forget,
what we’re hard-wired to forget, that our moments are always numbered.
That we’re always bleeding out. That our bodies can’t wait to fail us and the
world can’t wait to crush us. God, we were always forgetting this!
I spent most of my work time analyzing bad things, and in doing so
was always exposed to the reactions of affected people. They always said we
never thought it could happen here or it’s just unthinkable, even though the
entirety of human history points to the inevitable of calamity. It happens to
everyone who ever lives. This is all we can count on. Everything bad that
happens to anyone has happened thousands upon thousands of times
before.
We act like this is a societal fluke, something shocking, an event that
cleaves the timeline of our lives into a permanent before and after, and we
say: It's things like this that really remind us to cherish every day of our lives.
And we don’t. We can't. The most defining characteristic of our species is our
mortality, and we spend most of our time trying to forget about it.
You think it can’t happen to you, but it can. It will. You want to know
how it really is? That's how it is. Don't you know how fragile you are, how
easy to hurt? How easy to lie to? But we're not built to carry that weight, and
so while we know we'll one day die, we don't feel it. We have to forget it for
days, weeks, years at a time—otherwise we'd never get anything done,
carrying the weight of that around.
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•
The car hit a particularly rough bump in the road, and for an instant my body
was suspended an inch above the seat. It felt as if I were rising up out it,
upwards, and then I fell once more into the cushion, and something popped
in my ribs. I may have called out. I can’t be sure. Someone in the front seat
said something I couldn’t understand in a soothing voice.
•
On March 11th, 2011 at 3:45 PM, I was sitting in my third floor office at a desk
beside the window, proofing a series of advertisements for golf clubs. I’d
moved to Sendai from Nagasaki only three months before. Ayumi had moved
north as well, but not because of me, she claimed—she’d taken a job in
Miyagi, nearby, less than an hour by train. In those days we saw more of
each other than we had in Nagasaki. I had become accustomed to it, and the
idea of staying in Japan and making a lifelong go of it was becoming a more
comfortable one.
When the earth first began to tremble, we weren’t worried. Small
quakes were common here, lasting only a few seconds. But the intensity only
grew, didn’t peak, and my coworkers and I exchanged worried glances—this
was something different.
Things began to fall. First, framed pictures. Second, shelves. The
building threatened to tear itself apart around us, and what I remember more
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than anything else is the deafening roar of it all, the sound of the planet
splintering. I gripped the edge of my desk and glanced out the window.
Pedestrians ducked into the doorways of businesses or sprinted for open
space, huddling in the middles of parking lots. Signs tumbled from their
buildings, slamming into the street and exploding in showers of glass and
sparks.
Later, I would read that at this exact moment, the island of Honshu
was moving eight feet. The Earth was shifting a foot on its axis. Everything
was changing violently, for me and for everyone else—it had shifted in its
place in the universe, forced into a different space.
As soon as the shaking stopped, my coworkers and I moved for the
exits. The building was still structurally intact, but the third floor was not the
safest place to be—we’d been taught to get outside and move away from tall
buildings, to head for open ground before any aftershocks hit.
I made it to out of the building and into the street in time to hear the
tsunami warnings. I knew it would come. The quake had been too big and the
water was too close. Our office was beside the highway, though, which
snaked upwards and over a hill, climbing towards a residential neighborhood.
The road was already cracked, and instinct told me that the first big
aftershock would probably level portions of it, but I wanted altitude.
The roar of it was unbelievable. I saw the wave sweep through town in
a way that once and for all defined the phrase force of nature, leveling
buildings and carrying away cars, carrying away everything. The people
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looked so small and flimsy, their heads disappearing beneath the water,
sometimes reappearing a few seconds later, sometimes not. Some of them
were already floating, face down, carried within the wave, almost
indistinguishable from the rest of the debris. I found myself looking for
Ayumi’s face, even knowing she was miles away.
People who weren’t there tend to think of the earthquake and tsunami
as one singular event. The fact is, the ground shook on and off with varied
ferocity for weeks. There were hundreds of aftershocks, and most were tiny
tremors, small reminders that we could ignore. Occasionally, they were closer
and angrier, and there would be a moment—just a brief one—in which I was
sure that another big one was coming.
There were relief camps set up all along the coast, but I did not know if
Ayumi had found her way to any of them. I did not know if she was among
the thousands of dead, and I hated myself for not knowing. I hated that I had
lived and that, maybe, she had not, that I hadn’t been there to protect there.
Most of all I hated the knowledge that, in truth, I could not have protected her
even if I had been there. This trumped all human determination.
•
Before we came to Cambodia, I’d been reading a lot about Peter Turchin,
another data analyst who invented a whole new area of study: cliodynamics.
Practitioners of cliodynamics attempt to come up with mathematical models to
explain big moments in history—civil wars, social unrest, the collapse of empires,
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and the collapse of states. Of particular interest to Turchin is the idea that
population pressure increases the likelihood of warfare. Early modern England,
the Roman Empire, and Tang China all positively reflect this hypothesis—after
population spikes, violence tends to follow.
You could do this. You could predict so much, if the math was strong
enough. But it only worked when humans were the cause. No matter what we
learned to predict and prevent, there would still be moments that devastated
us.
•
I considered trying to hitch rides towards Miyagi and go from camp to camp,
looking for her, but relief workers told me that this was impossible. Entire
cities had been cut off from outside support or were inaccessible except for
by air. I was told that on the radio and television they were listing off names
of people who were alive and accounted for in the camps. “Be thankful you
survived,” an American naval officer told me on that first evening. “Even if you
hear that she’s alive, you won’t be able to get to her for weeks at least. Find a
safe place and read the survivor listings like everyone else.”
I managed to swing a ride with an American support crew to Saitama,
further South, where I could stay with a friend for a few days, avoiding the
shelters. But it was hard to sleep. I felt the shaking even when the ground
was still, like lying still after you’ve been on a boat all day. I was crashing on
the first floor of an apartment complex, and the bed was a futon mattress in a
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small loft-like cubicle set back into the wall, accessed by a ladder—a fine
example of cheap Tokyo-style efficiency housing. If a bigger quake struck, if
his building were damaged, it occurred to me that I might be crushed. It didn’t
feel like a big possibility, but it was a new one. I learned to sleep regardless,
accepting each time I succumbed that I might not wake up. That, I told
myself, is reality. That is how I should have been thinking all along.
•
In the town I fled to, Okegawa, we starting running out of food on the second
day. Trucks were coming through to stock the grocery stores in the morning,
but people were panicking, and everything would be gone by the afternoon. If
you could wait in line a few hours, you could get something, but you didn’t
have much choice, and you had to start early. Mysteriously, the one
McDonald’s—the only fast food joint in town—stayed open the whole time
and never ran out of food.
The McDonald’s was connected to a department store, and it was the
only place that had power throughout those first few days. Half the town was
camped out there, watching the news on a big-screen TV in the store’s halfhearted food court. Every time I eavesdropped, the conversation was the
same: have you heard from [X] yet? Most people hadn’t. Cell phones worked
only sporadically, and nobody had electricity aside from the department store.
On day two, I watched for 18 hours straight, waiting for Ayumi’s name to
show up on one of the lists: confirmed survivor or confirmed deceased.
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Later, after they’d at least partially restored power to the region, we’d
only have electricity some of the time. It had to be rationed, so each
neighborhood took turns. The city put schedules in our mailboxes: Tuesday
and Thursday, you’ll have electricity from 11:00 to 2:00. That kind of thing.
Misinformation was an issue. Within a few days, everyone I knew felt
safe from another monster quake, but there were lingering questions about
nuclear reactors—Fukushima in particular. My parents called frequently once
phones were usable again, racking up considerable long-distance charges.
They told me that people in California were taking iodine pills because of the
radiation. My father told me that the American news suggested I was in
immediate danger. Fear-mongering, I told them. Sensationalizing it is good
for ratings. But we didn’t know, not really—what source could we trust? The
Japanese government publicly lied about the dangers in the opening days,
and the local news in Saitama was reporting that fresh food in grocery stores
was contaminated. I made phone calls. The U.S. Embassy told me that there
was no cause for alarm. At the same time, the French Embassy called for
French nationals to evacuate immediately. I had no idea who had it right. In
e-mails from friends back home, people made jokes about radiation
poisoning. They’d say something about us becoming superheroes or
mutants, and we’d say: Ha ha. I know, right?
“I’m watching footage on the news right now of people jamming up the
airports,” my father told me.
“They’re just scared,” I told him.
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I didn’t want to leave until I knew about Ayumi.
•
News never came. After a few weeks, it was clear that Ayumi had never
made it to any relief camp, but neither had her body been identified. And still,
years later, while I was bleeding in the back of a car in Cambodia, Ayumi was
one of the thousands unaccounted for.
•
At the center of it all was a crippling sense of helplessness. I could
understand things inside and out, see the intricacies of complex crises
spread out before me like a spiderweb, their points of intersection well-known
to me, but I could change none of it. This was true in my job and it had been
true in my life.
Julia: On some days it was so hard to be good at much of anything,
whether it was intelligence analysis or being a good husband, and on those
days I felt weak and tired and lazy and wished, God how I wished, that I
could separate my weakness from my love to insulate you from the worst
parts of me.
•
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I heard the sound of wheels rolling over tile. Forcing my eyes open, I saw the
faces of two Cambodian men in surgical masks, haloed by fluorescent lights.
They talked quickly and quietly, moving me into an examination room.
There was no fear of death or injury, no anxiety over being hurt at all.
Even the wetness of my own blood against my skin did not bother me. In that
hazy place between consciousness and darkness, my only worry was the
thought that perhaps I would always need to hold death close to really feel
alive.

	
  

142

14. MAN WILL EVEN GET USED TO THE GALLOWS

Sunlight through curtains woke me up, illuminating dust particles that
drifted across my field of vision. I looked around and found myself alone in a
hospital room, bandaged in several places, sporting new stitches along my
legs and head. Everything seemed to be in the right place. No casts. The
door was open, and a passing nurse peeked her head in, smiling, and then
shouted something in Khmer down the hallway. A few minutes later, a short
Cambodian man in a lab coat joined me. His English was impeccable—he’d
studied medicine in England and had a thin British accent to show for it—and
he told me that two passersby had come upon my wreck and brought me in.
The prognosis was bright: a concussion, a broken rib, and a handful of minor
lacerations.
“What time is it?”
“7:36,” he said. “In a hurry?”
“I’m supposed to meet someone at 9:00.”
“Don’t strain too much. You’re lucky to be alive,” he said.
“Aren’t we always?”
JIS insured its employees in spades for just such occasions. Never
had filling out forms and settling a bill irritated me this much. I needed Julia,
but even more immediate was my need for the sun, to stumble through the
hospital’s glass doors and out into the morning sunlight, the salt air. The
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warmth of it all was all the medicine I needed. An hour later, when I finally
found myself a free man again, stepping outside and walking to the taxi
stand, I felt unstoppable. I was a man of steel. Throw me off every motorcycle
in Cambodia and I would stand back up.
•
By 8:30 AM, I was opening the door to my room at The Happy Frog. Julia
was sitting on the edge of the bed, eyes wet and red, with an expression that
flashed both angry and relieved when she saw my face. Then she registered
the bruises, the stitches, the bandage around my head, and broke down,
bawling as she ran to me.
“I was so worried. And angry. I didn’t know if you’d been mugged or if
you’d left me or what. I had no idea. I’m so sorry. Are you okay? Tell me
you’re okay.”
“I’m fine. I’ll tell you everything.”
“I went to the police station but I didn’t get any information. I called
hospitals, but they didn’t know your name and most wouldn’t even tell me
anything. I’m so glad you’re safe. Oh, God, Elliot. Don’t do that again. What
happened?”
“I’ll explain when we get to the market. We need to leave now to make
it there in time.”
“What? Fuck the market. Fuck Sam Marven. He can wait. You need to
rest. Let me take are of you. Stay here and sleep for days.” She ran her hand
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along my chest, then kissed my neck. “Enough of all of this. This is so fucking
pointless. We don’t need it. I promise you, Sam can wait.”
“He can’t. If we don’t show up, he’ll get spooked. I have to call Iris. We
need to get going. Now.” I pulled myself away from her and started walking
for the door, with her or without her.
“Okay. Just hold on. We’ll go.” She hugged me around the shoulders
tightly, which hurt tremendously, and pressed her cheek against my chest.
“You feel taller,” she said.
•
Looking at the morning market, you’d want to say it buzzed with activity or
perhaps teemed, but neither was quite accurate. It was crowded, sure, but
the locals had a different, slower pace about them. We’d hustled to get to the
morning market before the ferry arrived, and we’d beaten it by ten minutes.
I’d explained to Julia on the way what had happened, but neither of us had a
clear idea what to make of it. Her first conclusion was that the kidnappers had
somehow been in league with Marven, but that thought hadn’t even occurred
to me—there’d been a cop among them, for one, and guns and violence
didn’t really seem like the guy’s preferred method of operating.
There was little time to ask questions. I needed to get in touch with
homebase. I had one new message, this one from Alexander Janosky
himself:
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I’m personally watching this case’s development. I’m very pleased with
your progress. When you get back to Memphis, let’s talk about that
promotion.
I called Iris. In the distance, I saw the ferry approaching. On board, I
hoped, would be Samuel Marven. Before it reached shore, I hoped to know
what I was supposed to do with him.
“Morning, Elliot.”
“Iris, I got kidnapped last night.”
“What?”
“Yes. They had guns. I stole a motorcycle and got away but wrecked it.
I’m pretty banged up.”
“What the fuck? Who were they?”
“I have no idea who they were. I was hoping you could tell me. One
was a cop—that’s the only thing I saw.”
“Doesn’t mean anything. And I have no idea why anyone would want
to touch you, unless it was a case of mistaken identity. Or just good old
fashioned tourist robbery. But, look, Elliot— ”
“What?”
“I’m glad you’re fine and all. You know I am. But we need to talk
business. Are you alone?”
“Not for long. What am I supposed to do with Marven?”
“Give him to the Cambodians. You’ll have the chance.”
“What?”
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“He’s going to try and leave Cambodia today. The feds picked up his
collaborator here in the States 20 minutes ago. An NSA spokesman called for
Marven to fly home and turn himself in. And, of course, you showed up on his
doorstep. We think he’ll bolt, and when he does he’ll use a fake passport,
since he knows we know who he is.”
“So what, specifically, am I supposed to do?”
“Buddy up to him. It probably helps that you got your head kicked in.
Don't let him ditch you. If he tries to leave the country, it’s your job to make
sure that they catch the fake passport at the border.”
The ferry was moving slowly, taking the waves at a leisurely pace, and
while it was crowded with people coming to the mainland to do business at
the market, they were not distinguishable at this distance. I looked for
Marven’s face but couldn’t make it out in the crowd.
“So he gets arrested by Cambodian police. Then what? They turn him
over to US authorities?”
“No. He’ll stay in Cambodia. The NSA has something worked out with
Cambodian authorities. He’ll just drop off the radar.”
So he’d just sit in a Cambodian prison indefinitely. From there, I knew,
they could control the narrative in any way they saw fit—issue false
statements from Marven himself, make claims he couldn’t defend himself
against, or just let his memory peter out in the public imagination. He hadn’t
gained enough visibility—most people didn’t know his face, and nobody had
heard his voice—through his initial leaks for his disappearance to be a
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liability. If they kept him from being able to communicate freely, they could
control the situation fully.
“What if he doesn’t try and leave the country?”
“Then you’ll keep with him and wait. Janosky says that another group
of people—not our people—will be in Sihanoukville by tomorrow morning to
deal with him.”
“So he either rots in some Cambodian dungeon for the rest of his life
without trial, or ‘someone’ shows up tomorrow to ‘deal with him.’”
“You sound like you’re having second thoughts.”
“It’s a far cry from analyzing data.”
“Look, Elliot. Janosky pulled your finances and met with me this
morning.”
“What?”
“You can’t really afford not to execute on this job. It’s not even just a
matter of the bonus cash, kiddo. Janosky’s talking like you might not have a
paycheck at all anymore if you drop the ball on something this big. Tepper
and whoever else out there must be leaning on him hard.”
“You went through my fucking bank records? That’s not even legal.”
“This is real talk. You’re going to lose your house if Sam Marven
doesn’t go to jail today.”
“Fuck Janosky and fuck you, too, Iris.”
I hung up just in time to see the ferry dock. Julia turned away from the
fruit stand she’d been perusing. “Something wrong?”
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“It’s fine. Let’s go see a man about a data leak.”
•
At the sight of my injuries, Sam fumed. I, his enemy, was deserving of his
sympathy. This was something about him that I could not relate to: his sense
of injustice smoldered, boiled. It rattled its cage, demanded attention. In
cargo shorts and a shirt silky and gaudy like a tropical bird, he led us into the
thick of things. I moved carefully and slowly; anytime somebody brushed past
me in the crowd, my broken rib sent a jolt of pain along my spine.
“They thought you were me,” he said. “It’s the only explanation that
makes sense. Look: the guy grabs you, takes you to the others, and they
realize they’ve nabbed the wrong person. Hence, the argument. You’re lucky
you escaped. They might’ve just shot you in the head to be rid of the
problem.”
Julia’s face flushed as if she hadn’t considered the possibility—or had
willingly kept it from entering her mind. “Why would they want to kidnap you?”
Julia asked Marven. “Unless they’re working for someone else.”
I was coming around on this interpretation of events. We were
perusing now, walking between the stalls and beneath the shade of canvases
and umbrellas, inundated with the smell of grilling meats and freshly sliced
fruit. “It’s not about politics or ideology,” I said. “They’re poor. And this is a
way for them to be not poor. Pick up the fugitive, turn him over to whoever’s
going to pay.”

	
  

149

“It’s not a problem for the US government,” Sam said. “If you get
kidnapped, they negotiate for your release and rescue—“
“Pay the kidnappers for their services,” I clarified.
“—and ship you back to the States.”
“It’s like an informal extradition. None of the tricky stuff.”
“That’s terrible,” Julia said. She paused in front of a pile of apples,
examining them closely, then snapped one up with her hand, passing the
vendor a dollar.
Marven pointed to the money. “There are people in every city on this
planet who will kill you for that very same dollar if someone tells them it’s
okay to do. Never forget that.” He managed to ninja his way between two
women and disappeared; then he was suddenly off to our right, standing in
the space between a guy selling butterflied eels and a diminutive woman
hocking knock-off Diesel jeans. It was easy to lose someone in this crowd,
but I made sure to keep him within arm’s reach.
“The jeans aren’t exactly knock-offs,” Sam said, noticing Julia looking
at them.
Julia raised an eyebrow. “They cost three dollars a pair.”
“Three dollars,” confirmed the saleswoman, understanding nothing.
“There’s a Diesel manufacturing plant outside Bangkok. Operating
hours end at eight PM, but the workers come back at night and run the
machines when the supervisors leave, churn out a few boxes of jeans. They
trickle into any town within about a ten hour van ride of Bangkok.” He picked
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up a pair and draped them across his arms, showcasing them for us like a
salesman. “Elliot, you need to start thinking about jeans and information in
the same way.”
“Do go on,” I said.
“You have to start thinking about this as an information chain that,
eventually, leads to the public. If those who dislike the spread of this
information can cause any single break in the chain by eliminating one
person, they’ll do that. You have to believe that. But they’ll only do that if they
know it will permanently, conclusively, stop the flow of that information.”
It was so easy to like him when he was like this, charming and
idealistic and not quite crazy enough to write off as a true radical. Knock-off
jeans in his hands, dressed like a tired dad on vacation, frustrated that his
enemy had taken the beating meant for him—I could tell he felt guilty about it.
I wasn’t angry with him, though it illustrated a point: when you rattle the cage,
people could get hurt, people you never intended to hurt. But when I
remembered the previous night, when I thought of my knees in the dirt and
the cool steel of the handcuffs against my wrists, when I saw the gun pointed
at my head, when I remembered the pavement rushing up to meet me, I felt a
quiet rage in my gut, anger at the situation and the men who hoped to exploit
it.
“Is it really worth it to you?” I asked. “Would you be willing to die for
this? To go to jail forever? To give up everything just to stop one particular
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injustice? If you expose this, great, but what about the hundreds of other
bullshit behind-the-scenes moves you never get to rail against?”
“People like you, you’ve got too much invested in shades of grey.
There is really such a thing as wrong in the world, and right too, and it
matters that we call them by their true names. Just like here,” he said,
gesturing towards a group of children ducking between food stalls, “It matters
if people go to bed hungry. It matters if you’re cold at night or warm. It
matters if your mother feels the need to sell herself or, God forbid, sell you.
And we have a million different ways of convincing ourselves that it has
nothing to do with us or that we cannot change it and that we are not
responsible. But we are. We are responsible for each other. And we are
responsible for refusing to tolerate evil. We just are.”
“Boys,” Julia interrupted. “You both need to eat.” She pointed to
another food vendor surrounded by plastic tables and chairs, and I had to
admit that I was famished. It occurred to me that I hadn’t eaten in almost 24
hours.
•
We ate fried rice near the water at a place where the river poured into the
ocean and children swam in the muck, trying to find food scraps from the
market amidst the river trash. It seemed so ridiculous that this sort of poverty
could still exist. It baffled me that these two worlds, the one in which
fingerprint identification on high-tech cell phones could be used to track
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people, and the one in which children would eat dead fish out of a fetid river,
were in fact the same world. How could problems here look so different?
Nearby, I overheard another traveler complaining about the quality of
the butter he applied to a French baguette, a staple of Cambodian cuisine.
There was this problem, a symptom of the modern world, I knew: we
had difficulty differentiating between Good Things and Bad Things now. Here
this guy was, complaining about the butter on his loaf of bread, and all over
the city were others who would be overjoyed, even scandalized, to receive a
loaf of bread for nothing in particular in return. It wouldn't matter what you
smeared on top. I'm not an idiot; I realized even then that I did this same
thing all the time, constantly lost perspective and constantly acted like an ass
as a result, but there was something to be said for trying to retrain your
expectations. Wasn't there?
I didn’t want the morning to end. I wanted to stay in this town, under
this sunlight, and eat this food. Things seemed slower, despite the fact that I
knew that this was likely to be our last morning in Cambodia.
I’d had the thought about once an hour since we arrived that we could,
and maybe we should, stay forever. The pace of things here was what I
remembered most about my previous trip through Cambodia. All of the travel
guides said it, too: this is not a place you come for a weekend. You soak in
the pace, relax, and allow yourself to change in some small way, even if
temporarily. But maybe it didn’t have to be temporary. We could sell our
possessions and gather what cash we could, probably enough to live
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comfortably here for a few years. We'd run a small hostel, humble but
charming, become a part of the neighborhood. We’d hire Champey’s entire
family to help us run it, and we’d pay them more than they could hope for.
We'd turn travelers on to the beauty of it all.
Here's what I really felt: in Cambodia we were alive and at home we
weren't. Or, probably, it had nothing to do with the geographical location and
more to do with adventuring in general. As cornball as it sounded, being in
transition like this had a zen quality to it, removing ourselves from the timeline
of our everyday lives and allowing us to step out of our normal roles. All travel
did this, I knew. While we were out here zipping around and getting into
trouble, our normal lives were waiting for us back in Memphis, paused. We
would fly home with our hearts as heavy as mountains, blood on our hands.
On mine, at least.
His mouth full of rice, Marven asked, “I have to admit that I wondered if
you’d try and physically take me at the ferry port. You know my friend with the
webcam got arrested, right?”
“Yes.”
“If I leave here, are you going to follow me?”
“Yes. You won’t be able to shake me.”
“You two seem like good people.”
“We are,” Julia affirmed, looking at me.
“Then go back home,” Sam said.

	
  

154

“Come with us,” I told him. “We’ll work something out. If you’re
prosecuted, they’ll cut you a deal if you work with them.”
He smiled, eyes full of pity.
“Okay, sure,” I said. “Had to try.”
“Will there be people waiting for me at the airport?”
“I can’t say.”
“Or won’t?”
“I truly don’t know.” I doubted there would be anyone waiting there.
The whole point was that Janosky and Susan needed him to break
Cambodian law to have him apprehended cleanly, which he hadn’t done.
They’d let him get as far as immigration. If he did manage to sneak through
with the fake passport—as thousands of people do each year—they’d surely
have a contingency plan.
“It’s time to go face the piper, then,” he said. The walk from the market
to downtown felt like a funeral march. Sam had been transformed into a
being of grim resolution, a man on his way to meet his fate, and I wondered
what it felt like.
•
Julia and I lagged behind a short distance, and the look on her face was a
familiar one. She’d been holding her tongue. I recognized that perhaps she
was in an awkward position, that surely she had her own thoughts and
opinions on everything that was happening and that she’d chosen to keep
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them quiet both out of respect and because we’d been in front of Sam all
morning. No longer, apparently. “Look at you, Elliot. You almost died. Why
are we still here? Why aren’t we on a plane back home?”
Because if we turn back now, I lose everything. If letting Sam sit in a
Cambodian prison for his crime would keep a roof over Julia, I could do that.
But I wasn’t sure that was the whole of it. I could get another job; that would
be an inconvenience but not an insurmountable one. The truth was that I
didn’t want to fail. I didn’t want to go out into the world with a mission and
come back with my tail between my legs, bruised and whimpering, unable to
have performed when the time came to prove that I could. I would not submit
to having peaked and knew that my finest moment was still ahead of me. The
difference between a mediocre man and a great one lay in which of them
took action when he was called upon to do so. But where was my hill to take?
Where were my trenches, my Battle of the Bulge? “We are going home
today,” I said. “Right now. We’re not going with him.”
“Good. He can be someone else’s problem now. We’ll figure
everything out. We’re everything we need. Just let this go.”
“It’s almost over. We’ll be on a plane in a few hours.”
“You told me nobody would get hurt, Elliot.”
“I couldn’t see the future. I can’t be blamed for that.”
Sam hailed a taxi at a downtown intersection and negotiated for a ride
all the way to Phnom Penh airport. He looked back at us and shrugged. “I’m
probably not going to have much use for what money I’ve got left anyways
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after today.” He climbed into the cab, leaving the door open behind him.
“Might as well share the cab if you’re going to follow anyways.”
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15. ONE HUNDRED FIFTY
	
  
A spare tire occupied the front seat of the taxi, so the three of us sat in
the back, Julia in the middle. Marven didn’t talk during the ride at first, and
neither Julia nor I felt like talking beside him. Smalltalk seemed inappropriate.
So we rode in silence, watching the countryside go by, my forehead pressed
against the car’s window in the one spot where resting it didn’t hurt. Julia
dozed at my shoulder, still low on sleep after a night of worrying. Sam,
meanwhile, stared ahead out of his own window, jaw set tight, fist slowly
clenching and unclenching. He didn’t so much as look at me.
At last, he said: “Elliot, are you familiar with Dunbar’s Number?”
“Yes.”
Julia stirred and opened one eye. “I’m not. Tell me.”
“Robin Dunbar was a British anthropologist. He studied monkey brains,
among other things. And he found that the bigger the neocortex size in these
monkeys, the bigger their communities were. Smarter monkeys lived in
bigger troops. Dumber monkeys lived in tiny troops.”
“A troop of monkeys?”
“Yes, that’s what you call them.”
“I love that,” she said.
“So, if the monkey troops get too big for the monkeys’ brains, the
stability of their social connections suffers. Things get messy. Conflicts occur
with a greater frequency. Providing for all of them—food, grooming time,
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mates—gets really tricky. Eventually, Dunbar extrapolated this data and
applied it to humans. The idea was that he could look at the neocortex of a
human just like he’d done to the monkeys and reverse engineer the number
of social connections humans are biologically equipped for. That’s Dunbar’s
Number.”
“What’s the number?”
“Right around one hundred and fifty. A simpler way of thinking about it
is that you only really have room in your head to think of about one hundred
and fifty people at a time as actual people. Everyone else is just shapes in
the background. When we call customer support and a woman in India picks
up, she’s just a voice to us, an object that exists to perform a function, to help
us get our cable fixed or our phone bill cleared up or whatever it is. We don’t
understand her as a person, one who’s maybe nine hours into a twelve-hour
shift, one who maybe has a sick kid at home. It’s easy for us to mistreat her,
too, to place the blame of her company’s failings on her shoulders even
though she’s just some woman in a call center, a person who has nothing to
do with making decisions that would affect us on the other side of the world.
Do you understand what I’m saying to you?”
“I think so.”
“What I’m saying is that our fundamental problem is a lack of empathy,
and maybe we can never, ever fix it, because we’re not built to be all that
empathetic.”
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Julia, her head still resting sleepily against me, patted Marven’s
forearm. She shifted her chain against my shoulder to make herself more
comfortable and hit a tender spot. A sharp pain ripped through my collarbone,
then faded just as quickly.
Until this point I’d been fine listening to him philosophize, but now I
tired of it; it sounded too much like a last-minute effort at converting us to his
cause. "What does any of that have to do with HORIZON, or breaking the
law, or running from authorities to avoid punishment?”
"Nothing, except that when you start to care about fair play—really
care, I mean—you start to lose the luxury of cherry picking what to give a
damn about. Wrong is just wrong. All the time. It’s easy for people in power to
abuse their power because the rest of us are outside of their one-fifty. We’re
not people to them. We’re just data.”
I tried to imagine him as a kid coming up in rural Virginia, as Iris’s
dossier had said, rolling in tall grass with a yellow dog or hopping a fence to
fish in someone’s pond. He would’ve been a scrawny kid, I decided,
precocious but difficult. I wondered if, looking back on his life years from now,
he would be satisfied with the route he’d taken or if he would decide that he
should’ve stayed in those hills, gotten the girl, worked a quiet job, raised
some children. Perhaps he was asking himself those same questions.
•
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At the airport counter, I watched Sam Marven book a ticket to Venezuela, a
country with a track record of standing up to US extradition requests and
even actively protecting US dissidents. It was a logical choice, the one I’d
expected—as long as he made it to the airport, he had a halfway decent
chance of receiving official asylum. He’d failed to do the math again, though,
or maybe this was just a Hail Mary—he’d have to connect in Toronto, and
American business interests owned the airlines flying the route. They’d arrest
him outright without extraordinary luck. He’d never make it to Caracas.
We booked two tickets to Memphis by way of Hong Kong and Detroit.
Julia remained sleepy, but there was more to it than that. True exhaustion
had set in, both mentally and physically, and I could tell she just wanted to be
home. We could process everything and deal with the fallout later.
Meanwhile, my head swam, running recursively through each possible
pattern of actions and outcomes:
•

Tip off security when we got to the checkpoint, ensuring he was
caught with armed security personnel in proximity. Collect a
paycheck and watch Marven disappear. Julia wouldn’t
necessarily have to know. I would, though.

•

Do nothing, allowing him his chance at leaving Cambodia and
rolling the dice en route to Caracas. Suffer the consequences
back home. Feel a little bit better about myself without
accomplishing much of anything.
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•

Purposely let him slip away but claim I’d screwed it up to JIS—
maybe salvage my job by posing it as an honest mistake.

In the security line, we took off our shoes. Sam had no bags, but I took the
laptop out of mine, setting it on the plastic tray along with my watch, some
spare change, and my belt. We were close now.
I went through the scanner first, hands shaking, adrenaline flowing. I
hadn’t done anything wrong and didn’t intend to—though I was less and less
sure of the latter. That didn’t stop me from sweating and pacing. My mind
was racing and yet simultaneously felt blank. I took my shoes off and set
them upon the conveyor belt. I was nervous, so nervous, and I must’ve
looked it. Julia was in line in front of me and Sam was behind me. She looked
around anxiously, eyes scanning the room for anyone or anything that
seemed out of place—she looked like she expected police to swoop down on
us at any minute.
I understood then that she was nervous for Sam, not us. We were
going home. This is what I’d told her and nothing else. I emptied the contents
of my pocket: cell phone, house keys for Memphis, one of Champey’s
bracelets, a folded printout of Samuel Marven’s face. The security attendant,
a shorter, older woman, waved me through the metal detector. Up ahead,
Julia was putting her shoes on. She looked back our way. Sam was
unreadable, a blank expression on his face. I tried to make eye contact, just a
brief hint of it, to read in whatever small way I could, but he didn’t engage.
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A Cambodian security guard at the desk ahead was checking Julia’s
passport and boarding pass now, and she leaned in and whispered
something. He gave her an inquisitive look and said something to her, and
she whispered again. Then he looked past her.
The security guard picked up the phone at his booth and made a
phone call, speaking in clipped Khmer and waving to the security guard
manning the metal detector. There were four of them now: the two security
people manning the x-ray scanners, the man checking documents himself,
and the woman on the metal detector. They converged on us like their drills
had trained them for, surrounding both myself and Samuel Marven, who was
Brandon Sanders, who looked at me now with an expression of utter
confusion. “Gentlemen,” one of the security guards said in crisp, practiced
English, “Please come with me.”

END OF BOOK ONE
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